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          CHAPTER 1

          PIRATE’S REVENGE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Deep in the Kuiper belt, 2383 AD

      

      

      Peyton studied the nameplate on her HUD. Her sole designation was Trooper. And while anonymity might have been a reason for such an alias, the fact was, she had no real idea who she was.

      She’d started life as Peyton Foster, foster child to the wealthy Venusian business tycoon, Gemma Woodwright. But that had changed after she’d been forced to attend Zona’s Space Trooper Academy. It could be argued that she’d willingly attended, but in fact, the choice was between being dropped penniless to the streets or accepting the challenge.

      And accept the challenge she did. After a brutal indoctrination to Zona’s training, she found that she was more than equal to the task. With natural physical talents and sharp wit, she’d clawed her way to the top of her class. Only once she had, the rug was once again pulled out from beneath her.

      Zona had a war to fight. A war they couldn’t afford to lose. And in secret, Zona hatched a dirty plan that would leave tens of millions of dead across the solar system. They only needed a sharp young officer, fresh out of the Academy, to take the fall.

      They hadn’t counted on a pair of orphaned twins, separated at birth. Each with their unique talents that would peak at just the right moment. These twins would become the proverbial fly in the honey as they exposed Zona’s corruption to the entire solar system.

      Only it turned out to be too little, too late.

      When an organization controls the media and the supply chains of the system, even epic disasters are soon dismissed.

      It was with this knowledge that Peyton looked out at the sloop class Soshu pirate ship only a thousand kilometers from the position of her own ship, Ching Shih.

      She barely remembered the girl she’d once been. Peyton Foster was just as faint a memory as was Peyton Woodwright, the name she’d earned for the scantest of moments. She was in every sense of the word, Trooper, pirate queen of Rat Troop. And nothing would stand in her way as she fought for her rightful place in the universe.

      “You’re looking a little, uh, crazy-eyes right now,” Alli said, stepping into Peyton’s peripheral vision.

      Peyton flicked her eyes to the small woman who’d suffered so badly at the hands of so many. If Peyton had a soft spot, it was reserved for Alli and other survivors like her.

      “That bad, huh?” Peyton asked softly.

      “You were kind of staring off into space like you were thinking about eviscerating someone,” Alli said, waggling her eyebrows and doing an impression of crazy eyes. “I’m just trying to figure out if it was a warm-fuzzy thought or a crazy-I’m-a-serial-killer kind of thing.”

      Peyton uncharacteristically laughed out loud. The outburst caused Ching Shih’s pilot to jump in his seat. “Kind of an existential, what’s the meaning of life sort of thing,” she admitted.

      “Smaller words, T-Ball,” Alli said, using a nickname Peyton didn’t particularly appreciate but allowed from her closest friend.

      “Tran, talk to me about our boarding party,” Peyton said into her armlet. An AI routed the comm to one of her most trusted lieutenants, who she hoped was standing by with a dozen Rat Troopers.

      “Waiting on your signal, Trooper,” Tran said.

      “Bordeaux just passed the asteroid’s horizon. We’re tracking her with passive optics at a thousand clicks. We’ll burn hard in thirty if you’re set.”

      “Aye, Trooper, we’re squared away,” Tran said.

      “Trooper, I have a second ship,” Naki, the navigator, interrupted.

      “What are you doing out here?” Peyton whispered at the new visitor.

      Naki continued, “It’s another sloop; twenty-five-hundred tons, smaller than Bordeaux. I’m picking up four broadside cannons and one aft, one forward. Best guess is twenty megajoules, kinetic. Can’t say for sure.”

      “When we get active scanning, I want an update, Naki,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, Trooper,” Naki answered.

      On the battle display, the two sloops appeared: Bordeaux and Riesling. Peyton smiled at Naki’s quick thinking to follow the wine designation.

      “What’s on your mind, Trooper?” Alli asked, standing next to Peyton, mimicking her stance with hands crossed behind and feet set shoulder’s width apart. “Those kinetic cannons are trouble. We’ve got maybe thirty seconds in a broadside.”

      “Your study of Ching Shih’s armor does you credit, Alli,” Peyton said. “Someone’s been talking. There’s no reason for Bordeaux to have such a heavy-handed escort.”

      “Ole’s gonna be pissed,” Alli said, referring to the third lieutenant of the trio.

      “As am I,” Peyton said. “Tenor, let’s get this show moving. Alli, get down to Fire Control and focus on Riesling’s engines. Let’s see if they came spoiling for a fight or if they’re all show.”

      Ching Shih lurched forward as Tenor pushed on the idle throttles. The plan had been simple. They’d run down Bordeaux from behind and board the smaller vessel once they’d harpooned its sides with cabled spears made specifically for the task.

      Harpoon boardings were risky maneuvers for both ships as the harpoons were powerful enough to tie the ships together in such a way that both could be pulled apart. It was Peyton’s job to release the cables in the event such a catastrophic event was imminent.

      “They see us,” Naki announced. With current acceleration, it’d take them five minutes, give or take, to catch the rearmost ship, Riesling. “I’m going active sensors!”

      “Copy that, Ms. Naki,” Peyton said coolly. And while her heart hammered in her chest, she refused to show anything but calm to her crew.

      “Bordeaux is slowing,” Naki said.

      “That’s crazy,” Tenor said.

      “No, it’s what we were expecting. Bordeaux lacks teeth. They’re hoping we don’t want to take on two at a time,” Peyton said. “Out of the chair, Tenor.”

      “Aye, Trooper,” Tenor said, falling onto the deck as Peyton shoved him from his seat.

      Grabbing the stick, Peyton pushed the Ching Shih’s engines.

      “Riesling has a firing solution,” Naki warned.

      “All hands, contact imminent, clear forward hatches from section Baker forward,” Peyton ordered.

      “Aft cannon has fired,” Naki announced.

      Peyton hated that Ching Shih’s acceleration added strength to the kinetic weapons fire from Riesling. She also knew they could either give up on their prey or get bloody. Giving up wasn’t something she was good with. Bloody never bothered her that much.

      Pulling on the stick, she dragged Ching Shih into a climb. The ship shuddered as something heavy impacted, and warning klaxons followed. “Turn that crap off,” Peyton growled.

      “They’re going to fire again,” Naki said.

      “Gunnery, forget about firing. I want harpoons on both sides. Targeting marks in twenty seconds,” Peyton ordered, tipping up once again as she estimated the arrival of a new salvo. She was slightly early. Her ears popped, and she imagined that somewhere on Ching Shih, hatches were slamming shut to protect against a through-hull shot.

      “Damage to sections Baker-6, Baker-8, and Charlie 8,” Naki reported.

      “Copy,” Peyton acknowledged. “Tran, hunker down. This is going to get tricky.”

      “So what’s new?” Tran asked. “Copy that.”

      Grabbing the virtual outline of the Bordeaux, she painted a small patch on the port side just forward of its engines. She did the same to Riesling. “Gunnery, you’ve got your targets.”

      “Aye, Trooper,” Candy answered. His name was less a given name and more a reference to his addiction to sweets. “Uh, Trooper, that’s crazy.”

      “Shut it, Candy,” Alli’s voice joined comms. “Good copy on the orders, Trooper.”

      A third kinetic round found its home, but Peyton didn’t relent, even as more alarms signifying violent decompressions joined the frantic chorus.

      “We can’t take a broadside,” Tenor said, his voice tight with terror. “We’ve lost half of our forward sections already!”

      “Remove yourself from the bridge if you can’t comport yourself, Mr. Tenor,” Peyton said. “I won’t warn you again.”

      Ching Shih’s nose slid between the two ships. Peyton could barely believe her good luck with the idiotic formation of her prey. Flying wing-in-wing removed Riesling’s broadside weapons for at least several moments. Bordeaux’s captain figured it out first and started diving away. Whether his maneuver was to avoid Riesling’s fire or if it were to open the firing lane, she would never find out.

      “Harpoons away!” she barked, uncharacteristically showing excitement.

      Massive spears spewed from heavy steel cannons, their thick cables unspooling at ridiculous rates. And for a moment, all three ships were joined, creating a bizarre, three-headed monster.

      Peyton twisted Ching Shih’s flight controls, causing the ship to roll to the side. At first, the engines struggled against the massive weights, but as neither Bordeaux nor Riesling were utilizing side thrust controls, the vessels started pinching inward, threatening to crush Ching Shih between them.

      At the last moment, Peyton reversed the ship’s thrusters, causing Ching Shih to jump backward. The three ships started to tumble in an unpredictable pattern as all three vessels fought for control. Riesling’s aft engines scraped against Ching Shih’s side, nearly jarring Peyton from her seat and to the cries of her bridge crew.

      It was then that Peyton cut the harpoon cables from Ching Shih. At first, she lost sight of the tangled mess she’d made as the now freed Ching Shih tumbled toward open space. It was an elementary maneuver to right a tumbling vessel with computer controls, and she quickly did so.

      “Fire Control, you are to focus on Riesling, and you are weapons-free on Riesling. I repeat, you are weapons-free.”

      “We’ve got her, Trooper,” Candy responded.

      Peyton pushed Ching Shih after the tangled Soshu pirate ships and struggled to orient so Candy’s team could get a clear shot. However, it didn’t take long before they were close enough to choose their shots, and soon Riesling’s engines went dark.

      “Riesling’s power is down. They’re venting atmo and hydro,” Naki said. “They’re officially riding a barf comet.”

      Peyton allowed a thin smile at the euphemism. A constant, unrestricted roll in space without assistance from gravity generators was one of many fears for most spacers.

      “Tran, you’re up,” Peyton said just as Bordeaux jumped forward, the last of the harpoon cables either snapping or pulling free. A trail of debris and a small plume of atmo suggesting the disposition of at least one of the medieval hooks. “Tenor, the helm is yours.”

      Peyton stepped lightly away from the pilot’s chair and walked back to the rail which she leaned against for most ship operations. She neither apologized for Tenor’s unceremonious eviction nor did she chastise his lack of expertise.

      “Fire Control, how are you doing for harpoons?” Tenor asked, his voice quavering as he struggled to keep it together.

      “Bridge, we have three remaining,” Candy answered.

      “Good question, Tenor,” Peyton said. “Naki, raise Bordeaux.”

      “Aye, Trooper,” Naki answered. “Doomed sloop, Bordeaux, this is Rat Troop’s Ching Shih, you will heave to and be boarded like the scared little pissants you are, or we will space everyone we don’t shoot upon entry.”

      Peyton’s eyebrows shot up at Naki’s adlib. “Epic, Ms. Naki,” she said quietly.

      “Ching Shih, this is Bordeaux. What assurances do we have that you won’t do just that? We saw what you did to Teppanyaki.”

      “Bordeaux, this is Ching Shih actual,” Peyton said. “They call me Trooper. You have my word. Surrender. You’ll be given a ride to Calmac Harbor. Once we’ve finished our business there, we’ll release you unharmed. It’s a good deal. You should take it.”

      “How do I know this is Trooper?” the man asked.

      “Fire Control, launch harpoons,” Peyton said, leaving the comms up. “Boarding team, you are authorized to use all available hostile force. Bordeaux is resistant to negotiations.”

      “No! Wait,” the man came back. Peyton held up her hand, causing Naki to communicate a hold to Fire Control behind the scenes.

      “Full surrender is the only option,” Peyton responded. “You have ten seconds, Bordeaux. If I see your engines lit after that, we will take you down hard.”

      “We surrender. Shit, nothing’s worth all this crap,” he said nervously.

      “Take us in, Mr. Tenor,” Peyton said. “Ole, please put together a team to sweep Bordeaux. I’d like to see if our intelligence is any good on this one.”

      “With pleasure, Trooper,” Ole answered. “Hey, we’re going to need to dispatch a couple of teams to plug some holes. We’re leaking something fierce down here.”

      “Casualties?” she asked.

      “Yeah, Bugeye and Aloe got caught in the lockout when their section got holed,” he said. “Bugeye was good people.”

      “We’ll give them a good sendoff,” Peyton said. “Tell me when you’re ready to go. I will be joining the boarding party.”

      “Aye, Trooper,” Ole answered. “I imagine ten minutes or so. We’ll wait for you in the forward, port side hatch.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Ole,” Peyton said. “Alli, please report to the bridge.”

      “Headed your way, Trooper,” Alli answered, entering the bridge a moment later.

      Peyton walked toward the back of the bridge, and Alli caught her eye as she was about to pass without saying anything. Alli placed a nearly ruined, two-fingered hand on Peyton’s arm. “Everything good?” Peyton asked, deferring to her friend.

      “That was some type-one crazy crap back there, Trooper,” Alli said. “Is everything okay?”

      “I suppose it might look that way,” Peyton answered. “If our package is aboard Bordeaux, the risk will have been worth it.”

      “As long as you’re okay, the rest doesn’t matter so much,” Alli said, shrugging. “I’ve been on borrowed time for most of my adult life.”

      “Which started when?” Peyton asked, giving a quick eye waggle but no other indication of humor.

      “Right, I’m just short, and being blonde and too skinny doesn’t help either,” Alli said, immediately exasperated. “Seriously?”

      Peyton exited the bridge and entered her quarters. She plucked what looked like a black leather bustier and slid it over her shirt. The item served multiple purposes, the primary of which was to protect the majority of her torso from both physical and energy-based attacks. She shucked her pants and replaced them with a matching pair of pants over the top of which she pulled on mid-calf boots.

      While at the Academy, a madman, General Batteaux, had insisted that battles could be won by taking advantage of physical attraction. It was a lesson Peyton struggled with, especially since that same madman had taken it upon himself to have her altered. Ostensibly to make her more attractive for his son, who had perished by his own incompetence.

      The lesson, however, had stuck in her craw because she’d seen the effect she had on some men and even some women. A tiny smile or a bit of appreciation often made people more receptive when they often had no other reason to be so. For Peyton, it had become one more weapon in her arsenal.

      To that end, her armor also served the purpose of announcing her as the pirate queen she was quickly becoming. To her waist, she strapped a thin sword that had been left behind by one of her first conquests and previous captain of Ching Shih. Zheng, a pirate boss in the once-powerful Tsang clan.

      She often thought of the middle-aged Asian featured woman and wondered how she’d fared after Peyton had left her on Shigeko Station. Had it not been for the man, Zombie Bob, who’d insisted on hunting the dislocated Zheng, Peyton would have expected the woman to do well. Zombie Bob had shown great skill in his single-minded goal in killing the Tsang pirates.

      There were times when she was jealous of Zombie Bob’s simple clarity of being. Peyton wasn’t in the revenge business so much as she was in the business of scratching out a place for herself and her friends. She needed somewhere she could feel safe and where she could lay down her weapons and simply exist.

      It wasn’t to be.

      Pulling an armored cloak over her shoulders, she tied it in place. The four pieces of personal armor had cost her a king’s ransom. Each piece was lightweight and made of the best available material. It wasn’t as durable as the armor she’d worn as a Space Trooper, but it was far more flexible.

      She walked confidently down to the hatch where Ole and Tran would both be waiting for her. As she passed her crew, she acknowledged them by name, which she’d committed to memory, just like she’d committed the names of every pirate who’d died under her command.

      All turned sideways in the narrow hallways to give way as she passed. Some added different kinds of salutes as they murmured their affectionate response. Trooper.

      Tran looked at Peyton for approval to board the captured ship. A million things could go wrong at that moment, and tension was high in the hatch. Peyton drew a sidearm and nodded, giving the go-ahead.

      A small cloud of moist air condensed as the two ships momentarily joined atmospheres. Tran’s troopers wore the most armor of any within Rat Troop. It was expensive equipment, and Peyton had used many of Rat Troop’s funds to poorly equip a single eight-man squad.

      The requisite shouting delivered Rat Troop’s demand for surrender. Tsang pirates were violently cuffed and taken into custody without incident. Peyton felt it could have been done better without all the fanfare, but it was how things were done. Dominance needed to be asserted. Violence was the quickest if least effective long-term mechanism establishing who was in charge.

      “We have Bordeaux actual,” Tran said.

      Peyton stepped around a pair of her troopers who were in the process of dragging off an angry and muscular dark-skinned woman. “Give me a second, Tran,” she called. “Hold up there.”

      Her troopers immediately stopped moving other than to contain the bulky woman. “What’s your name?” Peyton asked.

      “Who’s asking?” she asked, glaring at Peyton.

      “They call me Trooper,” Peyton asked. “I recognize your face. What’s the issue here.”

      “Your jack-boots are getting handsy. I’m just communicating that I’ll be happy to take care of ’em back on the ship as long as they’re not overly attached to their junk,” she said. “Fair trade, don’t you suppose.”

      “You were on Ceres,” Peyton said.

      The woman stopped struggling and straightened. “Do I know you?” A flicker of recognition crossed the woman’s face. “Carlot. First-year officer’s training. Lost in space when my ship got involved in taking over a terrorist convoy.”

      “Right,” Peyton said. “I remember. Boys, sorry, this one is mine. Lock her in the empty quarters next to mine on C deck.”

      “We didn’t have no bad plans, Trooper,” Bodnik said. “We was just having some fun. You know that.”

      “You have your orders,” Peyton said, shrugging as she stepped past them. She didn’t know that Bodnik and Skaz had noble plans for Carlot. There was some chance they’d intended to molest or do worse. It was the nature of pirate crews. She also knew they weren’t dumb enough to give her a reason to mete out punishment.

      Peyton’s only hope for better treatment of prisoners was through discipline enforced by harshly made examples. It was a task she’d given to Ole, and it was one he seemed to be making some progress with.

      Entering the bridge, Peyton took in the surroundings. The sloop wasn’t large, perhaps sixty percent the size of Ching Shih. The task of taking Bordeaux wasn’t originally supposed to involve much combat. The appearance of Riesling had increased stakes as much as it had cemented Peyton’s expectation that their payday was at hand.

      “You will lead us to the strongboxes,” Peyton said.

      The man looked at Peyton, his eyes tracing her figure. She struggled to keep from rolling her eyes. She could see the lie before it formed on his lips. Her sword was drawn and tucked beneath his chin in the space of a breath. The lie faded, and he nodded ever so slightly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

          THE TSANG JOB

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Calmac Harbor, Kuiper belt, 2383 AD

      

      

      Jai Riggs walked tensely alongside his captain, Bode Riggs, and fellow crew member, Theun Wolt. The last time Jai had been to Calmac Harbor, the Tsang clan had a bounty on his head. Seriously, all he’d done was blow up one of their ships (with the crew still onboard), but in his defense, he’d believed they’d just slaughtered his sister and best friend. As things turned out, they had murdered his best friend, Zean.

      Jai and Zean had grown up together as orphans stuck in a Foster corporate home on Mars and had been inseparable up until the point some Tsang clan member shot her through the heart. Jai had never found out who pulled the trigger, but with how much of the dock he destroyed, he hoped her murderer had been sucked out into space with the rest of his ilk.

      At least Peyton had survived. Outside of his crew, his twin sister was one of only two people he trusted in the universe…despite the little fact that she was a pirate. Oddly, she’d been raised a goody two shoes in a filthy rich household. Unlike Jai, she’d been adopted, but that hadn’t stopped her life from starting out crappy too. But that was all behind them now. Both had faked their deaths, and each were living life the way they chose…well, mostly. They still needed to avoid Zona, who would do everything in their power to make sure they died for a second—and  very real—time. Jai also didn’t trust the Tsang clan, even though last year Jai had paid them a crapload of credits to clear himself from their hit list. And since they were on their way to meet with a Tsang broker, Jai was not in a great mood.

      As the trio walked, they passed Two Bees café, a teashop that charged too much for mediocre food, but Jai had been a regular there anyway. In his defense, it wasn’t like there were a lot of options deep in the outer belt.

      A waitress was currently standing next to a table, taking an order. She glanced up just as Jai noticed her. She did a double-take and then slapped her thigh. “I’ll be damned. You’re still alive!” She threw the next bit over her shoulder, “Hey, Biggs. Remember that guy that used to come around here? You win the bet. He’s still alive.”

      “That scrawny smuggler?” a man’s voice called out from inside the café.

      “No. The cute one.” She shot a glance at Jai before adding, “Cute-ish, anyway. And rude, really rude.”

      A man stepped out. He wore an apron that was so filthy, Jai wasn’t sure if it had even started out as white. The guy’s searching gaze caught Jai, and then he grinned. “Oh. That one. Ha! You owe me ten credits, CeCe.”

      The waitress was saying something else to Biggs, but there was now too much distance between Two Bees and Jai.

      Wolt chuckled drily. “And I thought Dru and I were the only ones placing bets on you making it see another day.”

      “People underestimate me,” Jai said.

      “No. I think you’re just lucky,” Wolt countered. “’Course, once you got us, your odds of survival shot up exponentially.”

      “You don’t even know how to multiply with exponents,” Jai said.

      “And you, a Foster rat like me, do?” Wolt asked.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” He had to learn math in order to learn computer code, as most programming languages were based on numbers. “Take, for example, that I can tell you what the Pythagorean Theory is. I bet you can’t even spell Pythagorean.”

      “I thought we were talking math. What’s up with the spelling test?” Wolt asked.

      “Save school time for later,” Bode said. “Time to put on your business faces. We’re coming up on the place.”

      Jai and Wolt sobered instantly.

      Without a hint of hesitation, Bode walked up to a closed door and pressed the screen on the wall next to the door. “Captain Bode Riggs here to meet with Milo McCarthy, the broker.”

      Wolt mumbled, “Milo McCarthy? That ain’t a very Tsang-sounding name.”

      “He’s not Tsang. He’s a free agent, like us. Just works under contract to the Tsang.”

      “Work, heh. That’s a good one. I bet he doesn’t do any of the real work. I bet he’s just a middleman who throws jobs our way at trade winds hitchhiking rates,” Wolt said.

      “That’s exactly what he is, but he’s our only way to get Tsang jobs, so we’re nice to him,” Bode said.

      “I can be nice,” Wolt replied.

      “No, you can’t,” Bode said.

      The door opened to reveal a pair of Tsang thugs. Each man had more tattoos than Bode and bore Japanese features that were common to the Tsang clan—and each man had a rifle aimed directly at the three newcomers.

      “You can go in, Captain. But your two lackeys stay here,” one of the thugs ordered.

      Bode offered him a single nod and then gave a knowing glance to Jai and Wolt, his gaze lingering on Wolt. “Play nice.”

      Wolt gave a toothy grin. “Always, boss.”

      The thug who’d spoken led Bode down the hallway while Wolt and Jai stood just inside the doorway with the second thug’s rifle haphazardly pointed in their direction.

      Jai had no worries about his captain’s welfare. Bode had been a Scot—a special combat operations trooper—in his past life and could take care of himself better than anyone Jai had ever seen. The second-best Jai had seen was Wolt, so Jai wasn’t overly worried about their current situation, even with it being a Tsang office. Wolt was a hulk of a man who intimated anyone with half a brain. Even if Wolt had stayed back on the ship, Jai could take care of himself despite his preference for sitting behind a computer. He’d graduated from the Academy, which was the solar system’s premier training school for security forces. On top of that, Jai had been getting coached by Bode for eighteen months already, where he’d learned easily as much as he had at the Academy.

      The Tsang guard kept his rifle leveled on Wolt—most would, because Wolt’s size and all-around ornery look tended to draw attention—but he kept giving Jai the stink eye. After a time, he said. “Hey, I remember you. There was a Tsang bounty on your head a couple of years back. You’re that Foster punk who blew up the Trojan 1.”

      “You got me mistaken for someone else. My last name’s Riggs, not Foster.” Jai didn’t elaborate that he had been Jai Foster up until last year.

      The guard’s brow rose. “Riggs? Same as your captain?”

      Jai nodded.

      The guard chortled. “Next you’re gonna tell me you two are related or something.”

      Jai shrugged, letting the other guy think whatever he wanted. Comparing Jai and Bode physically, it was pretty obvious they weren’t related. They were roughly the same height, but that was where any similarity ended. Bode’s deep, dark skin, covered in Celtic-like tattoos, was a sharp contrast to Jai’s pale, unmarked skin, and Bode’s features were more pronounced over Jai’s smoother ones. Not to mention, Bode had easily twice the muscle mass to Jai’s.

      “Yeah, nah.” The guard shook his head. “Nah. It’s you. You’re that Foster punk. Yeah. Jai Foster, that’s you.”

      “From what I hear, Jai Foster’s dead, and besides, Jai Foster’s debts were paid to the Tsang. There’s no more bounty,” Jai said.

      The thug didn’t seem swayed. “My cousin was on board the Trojan 1 when you blew it up.”

      “Jai Foster allegedly blew up that ship. What I heard is that the engines overheated and blew. The explosion was an accident.” It wasn’t.

      His rifle moved to aim at Jai’s head.

      “We gonna have a problem here?” Wolt asked. “Because I really like problems. I find problems fun.”

      “There’s not going to be a problem,” Bode said as he strode down the hallway toward them. As he walked between Jai and Wolt, he added, “We got a job.”

      He opened the door and his two crew members left with him. Wolt threw a glance over his shoulder at the thug, and Jai couldn’t blame him. He didn’t trust the Tsang to not shoot them in the back either. He didn’t exhale until the door closed behind them.

      “So, what’s the job?” Jai asked as they headed at a quick clip back to the docks.

      “We’re hauling sixteen pallets to Neo Caledonia,” Bode said.

      Wolt whistled. “That’s gonna stretch our cargo hold.”

      “They’ll fit. We’ll have to move our extra food supplies into the galley and bunks for now,” Bode said.

      “Tell me they’re paying us decent for the extra work,” Wolt said.

      “They’re paying fifty thousand credits for safe delivery within three weeks. These crates have expiration dates, which means we’ve got to hustle to get loaded and on our way.”

      Jai winced. “Fifty Cs for a trip to the inner belt? Does that even cover our operating costs?”

      “Just barely. Which means our profit is going be threadbare on this one. Every ounce of that profit needs to go back into the ship and galley. Sorry, guys, but that’s the way of jobs right now. You can thank Zona and Setteri and their little war for making our lives harder.” Bode didn’t sound any happier about it than Jai felt.

      It was another crappy job to another crappy station that paid just enough to keep them flying and fed. “There’s always net-jack contracts. I should be able to bust through one or two during the cargo run. That’ll bring in a few extra credits for us this month,” Jai offered.

      “That’s much appreciated, Jai. You know you don’t have to share anything you make off solo jobs,” Bode said.

      “That’s what we do. We’re a crew.” We’re a family.

      Once they reached the dock, Wolt called Dru through his comm. “Open up the back hatch. We’ve got a crap-ton of crap to load.”

      Several seconds later, the Dirty Diablo’s back cargo doors cranked open. Dru Wolt strolled down the ramp. The ship’s engineer was stocky and tough and looked like she could handle her husband, which she did easily and often enough. Wolt strode over and kissed her.

      “Save the lovin’ for later. We got cargo to load,” Bode said curtly.

      Dru grimaced. “The gig’s that bad?”

      Wolt nodded. “Yup.”

      “On the bright side, no one shot at us this time,” Jai said as he grabbed a box of food to relocate to the galley.

      Dru added, “Yet, Jai. No one’s shot at us this time yet. The harbor’s comm station picked up a Zona drone entering this airspace.”

      Jai gave a crooked grin. “They’re not looking for me. Jai Foster’s dead, remember?”

      “All they need is one good facial scan and they’ll start thinking otherwise,” she countered.

      Jai shrugged. “That’s why I keep my head down and don’t cause trouble.”

      Less than three hours later, Jai caused trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Dirty Diablo launched from Calmac Harbor as soon as the cargo was loaded. Bode had just established the ship’s trajectory out of the Kuiper belt when scans and network chatter pointed out that an entire Zona squadron—not just a single ship—was giving chase to a Setteri cargo hauler that was trying to make a run for it.

      Setteri was losing the war badly. Jai didn’t know how much longer the second largest corporation would hold out against the behemoth. He’d grown up under the Zona umbrella. Foster Corporation was a subsidiary, and the Academy was bought out by Zona right before he underwent military training there. Basically, Zona bought out any corporation that was successful, and if that corporation rejected the buyout offer—like Setteri had—bloodshed ensued. Zona called it a hostile takeover, but everyone knew what it really was: war. Zona would beat the other corporation into a pulp and then suck up anything of value left over. It seemed to have worked nicely for Zona for the past couple of centuries.

      Most people loathed the ultra-capitalistic government style of the solar system—to earn a wage, a person had to contract themself to a corporation for a period of ten or more years. And Zona had a knack at adding years, sometimes decades, to contracts in exchange for mediocre bonuses.

      Jai skipped out on his contract after he ratted out Zona for bombing their own sites and blaming Setteri in order to start a war. Jai had hoped to prevent a war. Instead, the shareholders didn’t seem to care, and the war ensued as planned. Evidently, wars were good for the winners.

      For his shenanigans, Jai had shot to the top of Zona’s most-wanted list. So, with both Zona and the Tsang after his hide, his only option was to “kill” Jai Foster and reinvent himself. And since Bode had given him a chance when no one else would, Jai adopted his captain’s last name. Bode had no children—at least none that Jai knew of—and Jai could tell that it hit Bode in some warm, squishy spot deep inside for Jai to have become his adopted son of sorts. Bode was less than fifteen years older than Jai, a bit young to be a father, and Jai wasn’t looking for one anyway, so the situation worked out fairly for both.

      “That Setteri ship doesn’t stand a chance out there,” Bode grumbled from the captain’s seat.

      Jai zoomed in on the map from his seat to Bode’s left. Using his fingers, he drew a line between the Setteri cargo hauler and the nearest Zona ship. The computer displayed the distance. It was two hundred kilometers less than it’d been an hour earlier.

      Jai grimaced. “It’s not looking good for them.”

      “And that means it doesn’t look good for us,” Bode said.

      Jai looked over. “How so?”

      “Because once that squadron catches their rabbit, they’ll move onto a new target, and they love to do random checks on free agent haulers, and we’re the nearest right now.”

      “Can’t you change course?” Jai asked.

      “They’d notice. Changing course makes someone look like they’ve got something to hide, and since we’ve got sixteen pallets stacked with crates of ration bars branded with the Zona corporate logo, I’d say we have plenty to hide.”

      They sat in silence. A smile crept over Jai’s face. “You know,” he began, “I still have a few Zona access codes from my time working in Cyber Ops.”

      “They didn’t change everything after they found out your old CO was a Caliber spy?” Bode asked.

      “Sure, they changed everything they could find, but I’d already built new codes and backdoors when I was still worked for them.”

      “What’re you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking it’d be easy enough to slip a virus into that squadron’s intraserver. I have one that’ll cause all their systems to think they’re undergoing a system upgrade and do a full system shutdown. That oughta slow them down for a few hours to give both us and that Setteri ship time to disappear from their grids.”

      Bode thought for a moment, then gave a nod. “Let me know when it’s done. I’ll pop a message off to the Setteris. It can never hurt having another crew owe us one.”

      Jai rubbed his hands together, and he logged into his darknet account, pulling copies of the files and codes he’d need for this little game. Eight minutes later, once he’d piggybacked the Zona squadron’s intraserver, he sent the package.

      Five blips disappeared from the grid. Jai leaned back and grinned. “Dirty Diablos: one. Zona squadron: zero.”
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        * * *

      

      Running cargo entailed weeks of tedium interrupted by short bursts of activity to load and unload whatever the current contract was for. Most of the time, most jobs were hauling food and other necessary supplies, and most of the time, those items had been stolen. Free agents—those not signed with a specific corporation—didn’t get many other kinds of jobs. It was just the way things were.

      Two weeks into the trip to Neo Caledonia, Jai had just finished a training session—aka getting his ass handed to him—by Bode.

      Jai went to leave when Bode said, “I want you to take a peek at Freedom Rider. I don’t like their sudden cold shoulder. See if you can’t find out why they’ve stopped giving jobs to us.”

      Jai nodded. “I’m on it.”

      In his bunk, he looked for his hand towel, couldn’t find it, so he peeled off his shirt and used that to wipe the sweat from his face. He filled a cup of water and took a seat in front of his computer. While his bridge computer primarily contained access to the ship’s systems, this computer, built by his predecessor—a net-jack who’d been killed during a job that turned bad—didn’t have any links to the ship’s computers so it couldn’t be tracked back to the ship by external scans. It was set up for accessing the darknet as well as any other networks. It was a hacker’s dream, though most of the hardware needed updated, which Jai would do as soon as he could afford it. Until he could, it did what he needed it to do.

      He pulled up Freedom Rider’s system access point, which he’d created one time when Dirty Diablo had been sitting in the rebel destroyer’s docks, hardlined to the Caliber network. Hardline connections made hacking the full system laughably easy, and the rebels never had a clue that the Diablos could take a peek at the ship’s data files or feeds any time they wanted to.

      Freedom Rider was currently in the inner belt, meandering through an asteroid cluster. Jai began by searching the ship’s data logs for any mentions of Bode Riggs or the Diablos. Nothing. At least they hadn’t been blacklisted, which Jai thought was a possibility since they hadn’t received a new Caliber contract after they risked their lives to free some Caliber VIP from a Zona prison on Callisto. Sure, Bode killed said VIP, but that was because she had become a double agent. Caliber should’ve thanked them rather than hold a grudge.

      Jai ran queries on the destroyer’s inventories and docking logs. It was then he saw that Freedom Rider hadn’t given jobs to any free agents in the past month. Not only that, but its docking techs also hadn’t registered any arrivals other than a small number of ships listed as Caliber ships in their identification system—likely rebel spies making periodic check-ins.

      After he exhausted his ideas for queries to run, he took a break to watch the ship’s video feeds. He started on the bridge level to see the crew moving around like everything was normal. Down the passageways, he looked for signs of Caliber’s senior officers, but he saw none, and they didn’t have cameras in their private rooms. Caitlyn Moser, his special projects instructor at the Academy, was listed as in her room, but had the door locked with a Do Not Disturb flag. Marco Rocha, Jai’s CO when he still worked in Zona’s Cyber Ops division, was not listed as onboard. Where’d he go now that his Zona cover was blown? Jai and Marco may have butted heads during the Zona prison raid when the Diablos went off assignment to blow up the Dio station Marco was robbing, but Marco had never turned in the Diablos to Caliber leadership. At least, there were no hints of it mentioned in any of the ship’s logs.

      Jai switched feeds to the next level down and paused.

      There, on the screen, walking down the passageway, was Torsha Billings. His girlfriend. Sort of. A year ago, they were lovers in love doing all sorts of lovey dovey stuff. But then Jai had to go AWOL from Zona and Torsha stayed behind to cover his escape. He’d thought she was dead—funny, he thought that about everyone close to him at some point or another (Did that make him a pessimist?). Anyway, he’d found out she was rotting in some Zona prison cell, but he couldn’t reach her. Peyton helped rescue her—thank God his sister was such a badass—and he brought Torsha to the safest place he could think of: Caliber.

      She’d seemed pretty excited about joining the rebels and fighting against the corporation that had thrown her in a prison cell without any sort of judge or jury to hear her case. It was a good fit even though it meant they couldn’t see each other often. Jai used to call her every day, but as the months went on, Torsha answered his calls less and he found himself placing those calls less. Talking with her had become a struggle, which was weird. When they’d met, everything had been so easy. Torsha would chat about anything and everything while Jai listened. But Torsha had changed. He knew she had to be still dealing with the post-traumatic stress after being in a Zona prison, but she’d never talk about it when he asked.

      Onscreen, she didn’t look the least bit traumatized. She was strolling and smiling like she owned the ship. He leaned closer and activated the audio on the camera feed.

      A medic stepped out from a doorway and directly into Torsha’s path. The petite woman was so absorbed in reading her tablet, she didn’t seem to notice.

      “Watch out, Catalina,” Torsha said as she hopped out of the way, grabbing the other woman’s arm as she did so.

      “Ow!” Catalina rubbed her arm exactly where Torsha had grabbed her.

      “Sorry about that. I have to get these stupid nails trimmed,” Torsha said.

      “No, I’m the one who should be sorry. I plowed right into you,” Catalina said.

      “We’re all busy around here. It happens.”

      “Thanks. Well, I’m running late, so I got to go. See you around,” the medic said.

      “See ya.”

      Torsha’s smile made Jai’s heart pang. He hadn’t seen her look happy in far too long. Because she was still smiling, he found himself following the video feeds as she made her way down to the third level, where the tech specialists worked and bunked. As she strolled, she unzipped the front of her jumpsuit to accentuate her formidable cleavage. Jai had kissed that cleavage before. He frowned. Why’d she unzip her jumpsuit? Was it hot in there? She didn’t seem to be sweating, and the temperature on that level read seventy degrees Fahrenheit, standard temperature for tech levels.

      The Caliber uniform was a dark brown jumpsuit. It did not complement her vibrant eyes whatsoever, but he still found her to be beautiful. She glanced down at her armlet, likely checking the time since she didn’t seem to be reading a message. She glanced up, frowned, and then took off at a jog. Jai zoomed out and saw that she was trying to catch up to a man walking away from her.

      “Ajay, wait up,” she called out.

      The man looked over his shoulder mid-yawn. He cocked his head when he saw her, but any confusion was quickly knocked out of his head by her bouncing bosom, which he stared blankly at. Jai couldn’t blame the other man. Some things were just outside a person’s control to not look at: ship crashes, Martian sunsets, and Torsha Billings’ breasts.

      Torsha smiled as she reached him. “I’d been meaning to run into you.”

      “Me?” The man practically squeaked the word.

      Her smile widened. She was laying the flirting on awfully thick, Jai thought. “Yeah, you.”

      Distrust seemed to bring Ajay’s senses back online, probably because Torsha was clearly out of his league. He wasn’t an attractive man. He was excessively lanky, and his features were too large for his gaunt face. Jai almost felt sorry for the guy. He didn’t stand a chance against Torsha’s smile.

      “What do you want?” Ajay spoke brusquely, like a typical net-jack, which meant that he likely had no sort of social skills whatsoever, spending all his waking hours sitting behind a computer. Jai liked to think he had slightly better social skills than most net-jacks, but he was probably kidding himself. Torsha liked nerds—she’d been the one to flirt with Jai—but still…this guy didn’t seem like her type. He was too stiff.

      She gave him her sweetest shrug. “Well, I’ve been wanting to learn how to be a net-jack.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Jai said aloud. Torsha had taken some of the same tech classes as Jai, but she’d always had far more interest in working with her hands.

      Ajay’s frown deepened. “You gotta start with learning basic code. You do that already?”

      “Of course. Whenever I have free time, I’m at my tablet.”

      “Then why don’t you ever answer my calls?” Jai muttered.

      “Go talk to one of the techs in lab 3A. They’ll take care of you,” Ajay said.

      “Sure, I could talk to them, but I heard that you’re the best net-jack in all of Caliber. Is that true?” she asked.

      He stood a little taller and brimmed with the compliment. “Of course.” His scowl returned too abruptly. “Wait a second. Aren’t you Torsha Billings from Engineering?”

      “I am. I see my reputation precedes me.”

      “But aren’t you dating that net-jack that totally screwed over Zona?”

      “Damn straight she is,” Jai mumbled.

      She shrugged again. “What can I say? I’ve always fancied a man with a brain. But he’s not onboard, and well, you know how it is. Things can get lonely on a big, cold ship. A woman has needs, you know.”

      Jai’s mouth dropped open. No, she didn’t…

      Ajay gulped. “You… fancy…”

      “I like big brains,” she said with plenty of innuendo. “I bet yours is big.”

      Ajay gulped again.

      Jai stared blankly at the screen. What he was watching wasn’t the Torsha she knew. Sure, she’d always been a flirt, but she’d always been his flirt.

      She ran a finger down the tech’s arm, and he visibly shivered. “How about we get together sometime? You show me yours, I show you mine sort of thing.”

      “You… show…” Ajay seemed to struggle with the English language.

      She chuckled. “I’m talking about code, silly. But we can see how things go from there.”

      Ajay nodded dumbly. “Yeah, sure. We can do that.”

      “Great.” She grinned. “I’ll call you later.” She started to walk past him and faked a stumble. He reached out for her just as she grabbed his forearm to stabilize herself.

      He jerked back. “Ow. Your ring cut me.”

      “Sorry. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Talk to you later.” She shoved her hand in her pocket and walked briskly away, and Ajay watched her leave with way too much interest.

      Jai closed down the video feed.

      He’d known that Torsha had been avoiding him, but he thought she just needed the time to recover. From what he just saw, she’d recovered and long since moved on.

      A small part of him was relieved. The long-distance thing hadn’t been working out so great, but Torsha had always been up front and honest, even brutally honest if the moment called for it. It surprised him that she didn’t make a clean break with Jai when she obviously had already done so, at least emotionally.

      He stood. Well, it was done now. They were done. No more sulking. They each had their own lives. He left to tell Bode about what he’d learned about Freedom Rider before he’d taken the wrong turn with the video feeds.
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        * * *

      

      Torsha took a seat in the single chair in a tiny room reserved for Freedom Rider’s crew members needing a private space to talk with loved ones. In Torsha’s case, she was there to talk with someone she hated with every fiber of her being.

      It was still early morning, but she’d been very busy during the third shift. She’d injected cyclogene nanites into over a dozen crew members today, and it was taking its toll. She needed rest for her own nanites to replenish. She glanced down at her hand. Her palm was soft, but as she tightened her muscles, a round grouping of three needles emerged from tiny holes in her skin. Thanks to Dio’s nerve-blocking code in her cyclogenes, she no longer felt any pain when the needles broke through her skin. She wished there was a way to mask the pain her “recruits” felt, but it didn’t matter much. The moment she injected some of her nanites—Dio’s nanites—into them, they could do nothing to stop the transition.

      They were doomed, leashed to an unfeeling AI, like her.

      Once the cyclogenes replicated to critical mass, Dio took control, and those infected became puppets to Zona’s AI system. Torsha had tried to resist. She’d tried to fight back. God knew how hard she’d tried. But when she tried to voice the truth, her mouth wouldn’t move. When she’d tried to send Jai a warning about the cyclogenes, her fingers wouldn’t work. She’d even tried to kill herself, but her fingers refused to press the airlock button.

      She’d become a marionette.

      Dio, short for Diogenetics program, was Zona’s way of making key members of its workforce more effective. It had come about from a classic cost-benefit analysis where Zona realized that it would hit a plateau without enhancing its workforce. On that day, Dio was born. And it’d been used to leash and “manage” Zona assets ever since.

      She’d accepted her fate. She hated her life, and she hated Dio and its corporate puppet masters most of all.

      She pulled out a tablet and placed the call with hardly a thought as to the address she entered.

      General Armond Batteaux came onscreen. “What do you have to report, Torsha?”

      “The crew is thirteen percent converted,” she replied. “I just converted a net-jack a few minutes ago. Dio should have him registered in the pipeline any time now.”

      “He’s showing in the pipeline already. In less than a week, he’ll be entering code for us.”

      “And I have excellent news. The bridge crew member I converted last week is beginning to feed intel. She says that Project Equilibrium is based in one of the Amor asteroids.”

      “Amor…” He looked away, likely examining a map. “It’s not far from your current location. A few days’ travel at most.”

      “Will you be sending security forces to Amor to take it out?” she asked.

      He considered her question for a moment. “No. This is a perfect job for you.”

      She stiffened. “Me? But how am I supposed to get there?”

      He chuckled. “Why, you’re on a ship, my stupid girl. Fly there.”

      “But—but I’ve only converted one bridge crew member so far. I can’t just ask them to travel to Amor.”

      “Then you’d better get busy converting the rest. I want Freedom Rider under my complete control and on its way to Amor within two weeks. And don’t slack off. We don’t have time to waste. I have no doubt that Caliber has Marco Rocha heading up that project. He is both smart and knows too much. The longer we let him go without being leashed, the more danger Dio is in.”

      “I’ll see it done,” she said with less confidence than she felt.

      He watched her for a length before saying, “What you’re doing matters, Torsha. Zona is counting on you to help us end Caliber and protect Zona’s interests in this system.”

      She swallowed. She wanted to tell him where to shove his words, but instead she said, “You can count on me, General.”
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      Peyton allowed Ole to take charge of Bordeaux’s captain as he led them aft. Amidships, they met Tran, directing his squad to search their prisoners before offloading them to Ching Shih’s brig.

      It was a pirate tradition to hold personal treasure close. It was a natural defense against an unpredictable lifestyle. As a result, two piles had taken shape in a nearby berth. One held weapons, the other bits of jewelry, coins, and other forms of easily tradable wealth.

      To Peyton’s eyes, the value of the weapons outweighed that of the jewelry. Her crew would rightly demand their share of the captured booty. The weapons would be placed in Rat Troop’s growing armory for battles Peyton was certain would come.

      “Trooper,” Tran said before she passed. “There is a prisoner. The cell is locked. We’ll either need a key, or we’ll have to burn the lock.”

      “It would be a shame to damage my ship,” Peyton said. “I’ll bring this to Ole’s attention.”

      “I think you will want to pay special attention to this prisoner,” Tran said, his neutral features not betraying anything beyond his words.

      “Thank you, Mr. Tran,” she said, stepping quickly to catch up with Ole and Bordeaux’s captain.

      At twenty-five hundred tons, Bordeaux was small for a sloop, and when they reached the aft berth the captain had led them to, no crew remained aboard. The captain pointed at an outer bulkhead behind a bunk strewn with personal effects. Ole wasted no time and pulled the mattress onto the floor, dumping its contents.

      “Let the captain open it,” Peyton said.

      Ole was taken aback by the requirement for a moment but nodded and stepped back. “You heard her,” he growled.

      Sweat beaded on the captain’s forehead, and his hands shook as he started fumbling with a line of rivets that required a keyed tool. Peyton stepped into the passageway, surreptitiously tapping on Ole’s shoulder as she did. Ole’s eyebrows shot up in understanding.

      Peyton pulled her cloak’s hood into place and caused the atmospheric shield to extend. Her armor was usable as a temporary guard against vacuum. It wasn’t useful for long exposure, but it would get her out of a pinch.

      “Stop,” Ole demanded, pulling roughly on the captain’s shoulder. If anything, the man was relieved. “If you want to die, I can be much more efficient about it.”

      “I’m dead either way,” the man said. “Tsang will kill me if you drop me at Calmac Harbor.”

      “Perhaps there’s another way,” Ole said. “We get around. Where would you like to go? I’ll send you with ten thousand in bullion if you make this painless for me. There’s always a win-win available for intelligent people.”

      “Ole, I need the key to the brig while you negotiate,” Peyton said, losing interest in the conversation. She had faith that Ole would navigate his way through the conversation without her looking over his shoulder.

      “The prisoner is psychotic,” the captain said, holding out a key and looking past Ole to Peyton. “Do yourself a favor and put him down. I can’t believe he’s been allowed to live.”

      Peyton’s eyebrows knit at the information. She couldn’t imagine why Tran thought she’d be interested in such a prisoner. At first, she wondered if her twin brother, Jai, or her friend Torsha, had been captured. Aside from Alli, they were the only people in the system she had any personal connection to. None of them would normally be described as psychotic. The conflicting statements piqued her curiosity.

      She stared down the short hallway and tried to intuit where a brig would be. She decided it was unlikely on the topmost deck. Consulting her armlet, she found the ship’s manufactured layout. On the lowest deck, just forward of engineering, was a large supply closet.

      Stepping into a steep stairwell, she used the handrails to break her controlled fall, landing with a loud thump and bent knees. Her arrival drew the attention of a pair of troopers, who quickly turned their weapons away upon recognizing her.

      “As you were, gentlemen,” she said, walking over to another vertical passageway.

      “Crap, I almost shot her,” she heard one of her troopers say as she disappeared beneath the deck.

      “Lucky for you, you didn’t. I hear her armor reflects bullets,” the other said.

      Peyton grinned at the exaggeration and stepped away from earshot before the other responded. The lowest deck was devoid of troopers. Even with Tran’s all clear, she remained alert, her hand resting on the butt of her pistol.

      The brig was where she’d expected, and as she approached, she heard no noise, which surprised her, as the prisoner had certainly heard her. “They say I should put you down,” she said, still several meters from the thick door with only a small, barred window and a food slot.

      Her words prompted movement, and she heard rustling. Long, dirty fingers wrapped around the open bars and a grizzled cheek pressed against them, forcing greasy black hair through the bars. A single, bright blue eye came into focus. The eye danced around, taking her in. She smiled, knowing she would get no response, having only made a statement.

      “Are you sane enough to release?” she asked, stepping in front of the door and allowing the man to see her fully. She was assaulted by the smell of sweat and human filth. It was not a new smell to her, and she easily ignored it.

      “I am not sure,” came the honest response.

      “Are we still friends?”

      “Were we ever?”

      “Serve me,” Peyton demanded.

      “Yes.”

      Peyton unlocked the door and pulled the emaciated young man into a fierce hug, startling him. “You dumb sonnavabitch,” she growled into his ear. “I have maybe five friends in this forsaken universe. You’ve earned your place if anyone has.”

      Thin arms held her for a moment, and his chest shuddered even though no tears fell on his face. “My life for yours,” he whispered harshly.

      She continued to hold him for almost a minute and then finally released him. “Zombie Bob, welcome back to Rat Troop,” she said. She unclipped her sword belt and handed it to him. “Put that on. And don’t kill anyone. We’re taking prisoners.”

      A manic smile pulled on Zombie Bob’s lips. “No promises.”

      “Seriously,” she said but walked off, unwilling to get into an argument with him. “And your first order of business when we get back on Ching Shih is to get cleaned up. Ole has lots of clothing, weapons, armor, whatever you need. And I’ll expect that sword back.”

      “I have something to do first,” he said.

      It was unusual for Zombie Bob to talk, much less assert a preference. The moment caught Peyton by surprise. “No killing,” she said, waiting for him on the middle deck after climbing up. The once strong young man was weakened, his arms shaking as he followed her.

      “No promise,” he said.

      “Damn it. You’re still so infuriating. You’d think time in the brig would scrub some of that off.”

      Zombie Bob shrugged, his face impassive.

      “I can’t let you free on the ship if you’re just going to go kill someone,” she said.

      “Murder is not my intent,” he said.

      Peyton sighed and climbed the ladder to the top deck. Zombie Bob was a man created by circumstance. That he had never lied to her was the only reason she had any reason to trust him. “Don’t get yourself killed then.”

      Zombie Bob nodded.

      “Look who the cat dragged in,” Ole said, recognition filling his face. “Oh, Bubba, you’ve got a smell going. Crap, my eyes are watering now.”

      “Where are the prisoners?” Zombie Bob asked, his eyes flicking around the hallway.

      “Hey now, we don’t do that sort of thing,” Ole said, intuiting Zombie Bob’s intent. “They’re in the brig. We’re not in the murder business.”

      “Where?” Zombie Bob pushed.

      Ole glanced at Peyton, who nodded slightly. “Carbo, get over here,” Ole called into his armlet.

      A chubby pirate popped his head out from a berth five meters forward. “Boss?” he called. “What’s up?”

      “Take Zombie Bob to the brig and help him,” Ole said. “If he starts killing prisoners, shoot him.”

      Carbo stepped into the passageway and placed an uncertain hand on his blaster pistol. Under the scrutiny of Ole, Zombie Bob, and Peyton, however, he dropped his hand to his side. His arm twitched with uncertainty, and then he seemed to make up his mind and gestured to Zombie Bob. “This way, I guess.”

      Ole and Peyton were left alone in the passageway for a moment, even though troopers were crawling all over the ship, searching for traps and treasure. “What’s the take?” Peyton asked.

      “Our intel was good. This was a Wells Fargo run,” he said, using the pirate slang for a courier ship loaded with payday. “We have ten strongboxes loaded with precious. The initial estimate is just south of two hundred thousand.”

      “Was there a trap?” Peyton asked.

      “Goofy bastard was going to blow himself up,” Ole said. “That was a good catch. How’d you know?”

      “Just lucky,” Peyton said. She’d learned that her vision, hearing, and sense of smell were well beyond what most people experienced. That she’d seen the man’s physical response to his internal panic wasn’t something she was about to let on to.

      “You’re lucky a lot. I’m not the only one who’s noticed.”

      “Officer’s meeting in the ready room in sixty minutes,” she said, ignoring the comment.

      “Copy that,” he said. “We should have a closer count by then.”

      Peyton exited Bordeaux onto Ching Shih and made her way back to the bridge. Alli met her at the door as she entered.

      “Zombie Bob is making a ruckus with one of the prisoners,” Alli said.

      “Did he kill anyone?” Peyton asked.

      “Does punching Carbo count?”

      “Only if he died.”

      “No, but he’s on his way up. I was going to lock him out of C-deck,” Alli said. “Are we doing this again with him?”

      “He’s beyond loyal, Alli,” Peyton said.

      “And by that, you mean as crazy as a serial killer with a sword.”

      “You said yourself no one is dead.”

      “Yet.”

      “Let him up.”

      “I’ll shoot him if I have to, Pey,” Alli whispered.

      Peyton’s face softened as she felt Alli’s stress. “Me too, Alli,” Peyton said. “He’s earned some leash though.”

      “Naki, send him to the ready room. We’re not letting him on the bridge with a prisoner,” Alli said, withdrawing her pistol from its holster. She looked at Peyton. “Let’s go.”

      The two women exited the bridge and waited next to Peyton’s small room for private conversations with her lieutenants. A wordless but not silent struggle soon became obvious as Zombie Bob exited an elevator, pulling a woman by her straight black hair. Large drops of blood stained the woman’s suit, and to her credit, she fought him viciously, even with her ankles in shackles and her wrists held behind her back.

      “She’s a damn monster,” Alli whispered.

      “Curious,” Peyton said, stepping into the ready room ahead of the approaching storm. “Put her in the chair, Zombie Bob.”

      The woman settled into the chair, if only because Zombie Bob held Peyton’s sword against her chest.

      “What the hell is going on, Zombie Bob?” Alli asked.

      Peyton placed a hand on Alli’s shoulder to settle her. “Welcome aboard, Captain Zheng,” Peyton said.

      “Oh, damn,” Alli said. “I did not see that coming.”

      Zheng, the prior captain of Ching Shih and a high-ranking Tsang pirate, shook her head, clearing the hair from her face. “We meet again, Trooper. Are you surprised the assassin you sent was unsuccessful?”

      “Zombie Bob?” she asked, looking from Zheng to Zombie Bob. “Curious. He came for you because you sinned against his family. Zombie Bob was not in the employee of Rat Troop when he hunted you down. I believe that his presence in your brig when we captured Bordeaux is what is called a happy coincidence.”

      “What do you want with me?”

      “This is the second time I’ve captured you, Zheng,” Peyton said. “Tell me, what will Tsang do with you if I release you again with no marks?”

      Zheng stared at Peyton without blinking. She knew the woman to be highly intelligent and could see her mind working on a solution. “I will be killed,” she finally answered. “Tsang did not believe that you had simply released me the first time. I was on my way to Calmac Harbor to plead my case. Your capture has handed me a death sentence.”

      “Join me,” Peyton said.

      “No,” Alli said.

      Zombie Bob drew back his sword, his face flushing with anger. “It cannot be. She murdered my family!”

      “Stand down, Zombie Bob,” Peyton said. “We have many Tsang within our crew. Does your rage so blind you that you believe a single woman caused our trials on Honzo Reef? Think about it. Delivering rats to Honzo was not a job for a treasured employee. It was a punishment. Zheng was not a trusted captain.”

      “How can you know this?” Zombie Bob asked.

      “Has your blind rage served you well, Zombie Bob?” Peyton asked. “Do you not yearn for true freedom? The war we fight is not with pirates. They are a symptom of a much larger evil. A necessary stop along the path to our real calling.”

      Zheng’s eyes flicked between the two. “You’re crazier than he is.”

      “That remains to be seen,” Peyton said. “I’ve given you a choice. Zombie Bob, gently take her back to the brig. Do not harm her more than is necessary to keep her restrained.”

      “He’ll kill me when he gets the chance,” Zheng said. “That’s why he was a prisoner. He was trying to assassinate me.”

      “He holds your weapon, Zheng,” Peyton said, nodding at the sword. “If he intended to kill you, you would already be dead. His morality is his own and, unlike others, he does not compromise.”

      “Are you crazy?” Alli asked once Zombie Bob and Zheng were gone. “You can’t recruit her. She’ll turn on you first chance she gets.”

      “Maybe. Certainly she would today,” Peyton said. “Consider her a project.”

      “What are you doing about the woman you had dropped in the empty officer’s quarters?” Alli asked.

      “Forgot about her,” Peyton said.

      “I thought as much. Do you want me to grab her?”

      “Be careful. She could be a handful.”

      When Alli returned with the woman, Carlot, Peyton was reclined in one of the office chairs. “You can leave us, Alli,” Peyton said.

      Carlot pulled her arm free from Alli. Like Zheng, her ankles and wrists were cuffed. Alli considered pushing back, but she knew Peyton would brook no questioning while interviewing a hostile. Instead, she pushed Carlot toward a chair. The woman nearly missed the seat when it rolled back, but it stopped at the wall and she caught just the edge of it.

      “What, you’re some kind of thug now?” Carlot asked.

      Peyton shrugged. “Why did you join Tsang?”

      “My man and I got pulled in by salvage and dropped on a god’s forsaken third-world junkheap for a station,” she said. “We tried to get a ride back to daylight by calling Zona administration. They told me they’d pay for a second lieu, but the sergeant would need to come up with his own cash. Even then, they were just gonna extend me credit. That’s bull. I told ’em that. And before I even hung up, my armlet got the discharge orders. I was hung out to dry.”

      “Is that why you joined Tsang?” Peyton asked.

      “You got a better idea? We were stuck on a rock. No way to buy O2, water, food…nothin’. When we got tapped by Tsang, we were all in.”

      “What about your partner?”

      “I suppose you all killed him,” Carlot said, shrugging. “Kind of a relief. Huge pain in the ass. Couldn’t get behind the idea of bein’ a pirate. Real noble like.”

      “That so,” Peyton said. “What was his name?”

      “People called him Pack because he has trouble throwing things away,” she said.

      “Why do you think we killed him?” Peyton asked.

      “Didn’t see him in the brig.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you were close.”

      “Look, we were both from the Academy and we had fun together. Shit got real and we had each other’s backs. No big deal,” she said. “You got my back, Trooper?”

      “I’d be careful with that chip you’re carrying,” Peyton said, standing.

      “Hey, what’s the deal? I thought we were sisters or somethin’. Academy. You know?”

      “You’ll be given a chance to join up or shove off when we get to Calmac Harbor,” Peyton said. “If you want to go back to Tsang, I won’t stop you. If we cross paths a second time, you’ll be spaced, no questions asked. Good luck, Lieutenant.”

      Peyton walked from the room and called Ole to have her escorted back to the brig. Their recruiting against other pirate factions had been more than a little successful. Over forty percent of captured pirates opted for the indoctrination process, which gave them a path to trooper status, with only twenty percent failing out. She wondered where Carlot would fall in that spectrum.

      She was almost back to the bridge when Tran and Ole caught her in the hallway. “Where are you headed, Trooper?” Ole asked, grinning because he’d just hung up with her on comms.

      “Is it an hour already?” she asked.

      “Just about,” Tran said.

      “Looks like you could use a minute. Want us to come back?” Ole asked. “If it helps, I’ve got snacks coming.”

      Peyton’s stomach growled upon hearing the news. “We should do this.”

      They had no more than sat down in the room when Carbo entered the room, pushing a grav-cart atop which sat a simple array of sandwiches, water, and juice. “Sorry about the selection. Didn’t have much time to prepare,” he said.

      “I’m sure it’s very good, Carbo,” Peyton said, grabbing half a sandwich.

      The compliment brought a smile to the chubby man’s face. “I made the bread myself. I had to trade for an oven back at Shigeko Station.”

      “It’s really good,” Peyton said, setting the sandwich down after taking a bite. “Thank you.”

      Carbo’s smile was ear to ear as he turned and left the room, almost running Alli over as he did. Peyton winced, fully expecting Alli to blast the clumsy pirate. “Oh, I’m sorry, Miss Alli,” Carbo said. “It’s all my fault. Let me help you pick that up.”

      “Just slow down a little,” Alli said. “Okay?”

      “Of course, Miss Alli,” he said. “I made this bread especially for you.”

      “I’ll be sure to give it a try,” she said, moving around him and scooting into the room. She closed the door behind her, her face flush.

      “He’s not wrong. The bread is fantastic,” Ole said. “I guess we have you to thank for that, then?”

      “What? No!” Alli said defensively, which only served to brighten her cheeks further. “Oh, give me one of those.”

      Peyton decided to give her friend a break. “Tran, how many prisoners did we take on?”

      “Twelve. There were three Tsang killed and two badly wounded during the initial boarding,” he said. “That new armor worked real well for us though. Only minor injuries for Rat Troop.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Peyton said. “I thought they surrendered. Why was anyone killed?”

      “I’m still talking to the squad,” Tran said. “I think it might have been friendly fire on their part. Maybe some old grudges are getting worked out. I have Skaz going through the trooper videos to make sure we don’t have someone painting outside the lines.”

      “I’d like you to look into a man called Pack,” she said. “Vet him for recruitment. If he looks good, I’d like to talk to him.”

      “Do you know him?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “I recognized one of the women. She was Academy.”

      “Friend of yours?”

      “Barely an acquaintance,” Peyton said. “Give her a fair shake, but no special treatment. She’s got history with this guy, Pack. Keep them separate if he’s aboard.”

      “Copy that.”

      “How’d we fare, Ole?”

      “Good haul,” he said. “Three hundred ten thousand credits equivalent in precious metals. And some of the boarding crew left with pockets pretty loaded.”

      “That’s to be expected,” Tran said. “They take the risk. It’s only fair.”

      “Damn pirates,” Alli said, grinning.

      “Did they get into the strongboxes or captain’s quarters?” Peyton asked.

      “Not sure about captain’s quarters,” Ole said. “The crew didn’t touch the strongboxes. Tran saw to that.”

      “Make an example of anyone who stole from either,” Peyton said.

      “What kind of example?” Tran asked.

      “I’ll leave that to the three of you,” Peyton said. “It’s a matter of respect. If you want me to deliver the punishment, I’ll do it.”

      Ole wrote a line item onto his electronic pad and then looked up. “This size of a crew share is going to make for some poor choices once we get to Calmac Harbor.”

      “Keep back ten thousand credits from the crew share for station bribes,” Peyton said. “Whatever they don’t spend, we’ll pay out once we shove off.”

      “Epic,” Alli said.
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          FREEDOM RIDER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Neo Caledonia, the inner belt

      

      

      Jai and Wolt unloaded the boxes of Zona-branded ration bars from Dirty Diablo’s cargo hold and stacked them on the bed of a utility cart parked in the center of the dock while Bode met with the local Tsang operator to get their payment. Dru stood just inside the cargo hold, holding a rifle in case the Tsang tried to hijack the ship. Since a fiasco on Makemake a year back, it became Bode’s strict policy to always have one crew member remain onboard the ship in case anyone tried to break in and steal the ship. Ship hijackings and theft were one of the most common crimes in the belts.

      There was no government that oversaw the system. Instead, corporations provided all security, policing, and military actions for their own properties. That meant if something happened to a crew of free agents, there wasn’t any corporation that would help. Well, a corporation might help if the free agents signed over a decade or three of their lives to that corporation’s service. Jai Foster, if he’d still been “alive,” still owed Zona eighteen years. That contract was half the reason Jai decided to “kill” himself. And he also liked the sound Jai Riggs had to it—having an official surname was a lot better than bearing the generic Foster surname that all orphans were assigned upon delivery to the system-wide corporation responsible for raising orphans.

      “Hey, you fellas. Over there,” Wolt called out.

      The pair of Tsang gang members leaning against the wall kept talking.

      Wolt cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey! You!”

      The Tsang paused their conversation to eye Wolt.

      “It’d sure be nice if you fellas gave some thought about lending us a hand,” Wolt said as he lifted two boxes with a grunt.

      The pair eyed each other, then one said, “Yeah. Nah.” The other chuckled, and they returned to their conversation, not making the slightest move to assist.

      Jai grabbed another box. Ration bars were dense and packed with enough nutrients to feed someone for a full day, so even a small one-by-two-foot box of one hundred bars had quite a heft to it. He was in good shape, but there were sixteen pallets of these boxes. His muscles were burning even though he was in the best shape of his life. At least they had only two pallets to go.

      The Tsang should’ve had a forklift to move the pallets. That way, the bars could’ve been unloaded and out of the docks an hour ago, but Neo Caledonia was a station that looked like it’d lost corporate funding a generation ago. The walls were covered in graffiti, mostly in Japanese, so Jai couldn’t read it. There was a forklift sitting against a wall…what was left of one, anyway. The machine had no engine or wheels, and its forks looked like they’d been melted off.

      Bode approached.

      “They paid in full?” Jai asked.

      Bode nodded. “We’re good here.” He went to pick up a box when his armlet chimed, and he stepped away to take a call.

      “I bet he auto-programmed that thing to go off so he wouldn’t have to do grunt work,” Wolt grumbled.

      Jai set the box on the stack and went to grab another. “He’s the captain. He doesn’t have to do any of the grunt work if he doesn’t want to.”

      “You’re wrong,” Bode said, returning and grabbing a box. “Being captain means I’m stuck doing more work than anyone else.”

      The final boxes moved faster with an extra pair of hands, and Jai was relieved to be standing in the cargo hold as the doors closed, shutting them off from rest of the dock. Of course, as the doors were closing, Wolt flipped off the pair of Tsang standing at the wall. They weren’t impressed, but at least they didn’t try to shoot him.

      As soon as the cargo hold’s locks clicked into place, Dru asked, “We got paid? In full?”

      Bode nodded. “And we got ourselves another job. Caitlyn Moser called me. She says she’s laying low on the Freedom Rider and in fear for her life. She says she needs a quiet pickup and she needs it soon. She doesn’t want anyone, especially anyone associated with Caliber, to know that we’re coming for her.”

      “What’s going on with Caliber?” Dru asked.

      Bode shrugged. “Who knows? To me, it sounds like the whole rebellion is imploding on itself.”

      Jai’s heart pounded as he thought of Torsha potentially trapped on that ship. “Is the crew at risk? I just looked at some video feeds last week and everything looked fine.”

      Bode shrugged again. “I don’t know what’s going on yet. Caitlyn said that Caliber’s compromised with Dio drones, and she doesn’t know how deep it goes. That’s why she wants free agents to pick her up rather than anyone tied more closely with Caliber. She considers us too low on the totem pole for Zona to try to convert.”

      Jai shrunk. Back at the Zona prison, he’d seen doctors working on prisoners, injecting them with nanites called cyclogenes that piggybacked onto the host’s brain, essentially turning them into a zombie under the control of an AI as part of a supersecret Zona project called the Diogenetics Program—Dio for short. It was equal parts creepy and terrifying. “Dio drones? You serious? I was hoping after that one we picked up on Callisto, that was the end of them.”

      Bode’s expression was grim. “Caitlyn thinks different. I hope she’s wrong, but she’s a net-jack like you, plus she’s high enough up the Caliber food chain that she probably knows far more about Dio drones than we do.”

      “I have only two questions,” Dru began. “Where’s Freedom Rider now, and where are we taking this individual? Because the faster we’re done with this job and a good ways away from anything associated with this Dio monster machine, the better.”

      “They’re hanging around the inner belt, so they’re only a few days from here,” Bode replied. “And we’re taking Caitlyn to Marco Rocha’s location, which she’ll give us once she’s onboard and safely away from Freedom Rider.”

      Wolt wrinkled his nose. “I hate carrying passengers. They always expect to be treated like VIPs since they’re paying for a ride.”

      “If she pays good enough, she gets treated like a VIP, plain and simple,” Bode said, then focused on Jai. “And you’re not to say a thing to your girlfriend. All she has to do is tell one wrong person that we’re coming for Caitlyn, and this whole job could be a bust.”

      Jai held up his hands. “What makes you think I was even thinking about her?”

      Wolt answered for Bode. “Because you’re being all quiet and stuff. Usually you’re the one asking one hundred and one questions.”

      Jai scowled. “For your information, Torsha’s not my girlfriend. Not anymore.” Then he shrugged. “But yeah, I’m worried that she could be in trouble too. Sure.”

      Bode clasped Jai’s shoulder. “Caitlyn’s on Caliber’s exec board. That puts a bullseye in the center of her back. As for Torsha, she’s a worker bee so far down Caliber’s food chain that there’s nothing to be gained by Zona to expend time and energy on taking her. You know how corporations work. Everything’s a cost-benefit analysis. Don’t you worry about her. She’s fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Dirty Diablo docked at Freedom Rider sixty-eight hours later.

      The moment Freedom Rider’s docking clamps secured Dirty Diablo into place, Bode sent a message to Caitlyn Moser. A moment later, he looked up from his screen. “It looks like Caitlyn’s not going to come to us. We’ve got to go to her and give her an armed escort to the Diablo. Wolt, Dru, gear up but be coy about it. She wants us armed but also doesn’t want us to show our cards.”

      As soon as they’d connected to the Caliber destroyer, Jai had breached the massive ship’s network to see if he couldn’t find out evidence on which Caliber crew members had been turned into drones.

      “I need to stay onboard,” Dru said as she jogged onto the bridge.

      Bode shook his head. “I need you for support out there.”

      “The docking bars are acting up again. They got all jimmied up with the Freedom Rider’s docking clamps,” she said. “If I don’t get them unkinked and relubed now, then you’re going to have to wait ten minutes after we get the VIP onboard for me to get it done. If things are as bad as it sounds, we might not have ten minutes.”

      “I can cover for Dru,” Jai offered. “Just give me one minute, and I can set up my scans to auto-run. I can also initiate the ship’s defense systems. Anyone who tries to break in will get the shock of their life.”

      Bode nodded. “Okay. Do it. Dru, make sure you get those bars fixed so we can make a clean launch as soon as we’re all back onboard. Caitlyn Moser’s not one to get worked up about something, which gives me a bad feeling in my gut about the danger she’s in. I don’t want to sit here with our dicks hanging out any longer than we have to.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll have it ready to launch by the time you get back. I’ll also be monitoring your locations as much as I can,” Dru said.

      Jai rushed through screens to run the programs he’d planned to run against the Caliber systems while their ship was connected to their network. He wouldn’t be there to catch any scans that hit snags, and there were some things that he needed to be at the keyboard to do, but nothing that was crucial—i.e. lucrative—to the Diablos.

      The moment he tapped the final button to initiate the silent programs, he jumped from his seat, ran from the bridge to his bunk, and buckled on his holster and sheath. He grabbed his rifle, remembered that they were playing it low key, and placed it back on its wall hooks. He did a final check on what he carried and then hustled to the airlock where Bode and Wolt waited.

      Even though they were connected to a pressurized airbridge to the dock, Jai closed the inner airlock behind him for security. As soon as it sealed closed, Bode opened the outer airlock and took the lead, setting an unrushed yet determined pace.

      A guard greeted them as soon as they emerged from the airbridge into Freedom Rider’s hallway. “I don’t have a record of your intentions. Who are you here to see?”

      “That’s confidential,” Bode said.

      “I can’t let you onboard without authorization,” the guard replied.

      Bode removed his glove and held it out to be scanned. “Authorization is Crux.”

      The guard used his tablet to scan Bode’s hand. He looked up. “Authorization is approved. Welcome, Crux.”

      Bode slid his glove back on, and the trio headed down the hallway.

      “It’s good you still got yourself a fancy schmancy Caliber codename,” Wolt said.

      “Never thought it’d come in handy,” Bode said.

      The guard nearest them had seemed normal, if maybe a little stressed. His partner, a man standing back at the airbridge controls, eyed them with suspicion and raised his armlet.

      “His partner’s calling someone,” Jai said.

      Bode gave a small nod and his pace quickened nearly imperceptibly.

      As they continued through hallways, Jai paid attention to the ship and crew. He couldn’t find any hint of a problem, but yet it felt like every hair on his arms was standing on end. He yearned to see Torsha so that he’d know if she was okay. Who was he kidding? He’d been checking the destroyer’s cameras every few hours after Bode told him about the job, and he hadn’t seen anything suspicious. He’d only caught Torsha on camera one more time, and she’d been eating in one of the galleys. She’d looked good, carefree even, and definitely not like someone in danger. He’d spent more time looking for Caitlyn, but his old mentor never seemed to leave her quarters.

      “We’ve picked up a tail,” Wolt said quietly.

      “I know,” Bode replied just as quietly.

      Jai hadn’t noticed, and he had to fight the urge to glance over his shoulder. An elevator opened, and the three of them stepped inside. As Jai turned around, he glanced to see a guard—no one he recognized—walk by them without looking their way. When the door closed, Jai asked in a whisper, “Was she the tail?”

      “Yep,” Wolt replied. “And I bet we’ll have another when we get off on the next floor.”

      “Something’s going on here,” Bode said in a hushed tone, so softly that Jai hardly heard him. “I don’t know if some of this crew are slaves to an AI or not, but I can tell something’s definitely off.”

      The door opened, and Wolt moved to take lead to protect Bode, not that their captain needed protection. Jai walked alongside Bode, and they followed the larger man until they reached the door to Caitlyn Moser’s residence to where two guards stood.

      The guards eyed the trio but didn’t say anything. Jai remembered that Caitlyn had guards at her door the only other time he’d been there, but they’d been inquisitive. This pair just stood there like statues.

      Bode eyed them as he stepped between them and tapped the screen to the right of the door. “Lyra, it’s Crux,” he said using their rebel codenames.

      After living on a ship with Bode and Wolt twenty-four/seven for over a year, Jai knew the way each man moved, and though both seemed calmed on the outside, he saw them move their feet wider into a stronger fighting stance. Their hands were still by their sides, but not hanging limply. Jai’s attention moved to the guard nearest him. If trouble happened, he’d make sure to take that guy down first.

      The door opened. The guards reached for their guns as they swung around. Jai unholstered his, but not before Bode slammed the guard who Jai would’ve shot against the wall. Wolt punched the second guard in the side of the head, who dropped like a lump of metal.

      Caitlyn Moser stepped out. She carried a hard case in one hand and held a pistol in the other. She looked at each guard. She raised her gun, firing a shot into the temple of the guard Bode held against the wall.

      Bode jumped back, drawing his own, leveling it on her. Jai froze. “Whoa!”

      Caitlyn ignored them, turned, and shot the other guard. Wolt aimed his pistol at her. “You just shot an unconscious man, lady. That’s not cool in any rulebook.”

      “They were drones.” She looked across their faces. When she made eye contact with Jai, he noticed how haggard she’d become since he’d last seen her. Her eyes were bloodshot and she looked—and smelled—like she hadn’t showered in a month.

      Bode didn’t lower his gun. “I think you have some explaining to do.”

      “Yes, I do. But we have to get to your ship and get to Marco. He isn’t safe, and neither are we. The captain knows his location.” She glanced down the hallway. “We don’t have time. More will be coming.”

      Bode’s jaw was tight. “Show me your stomach.”

      She lifted her shirt to reveal smooth, white skin. “Zona’s found a new way to inject the cyclogenes. There’s no scar anymore, no way to visibly identify drones. Look.” She bent down and pulled up the jacket of one of the dead guards, revealing unscarred skin.

      “We’ll figure out a way to scan them. You don’t have to kill anyone suspected of being infected.” Bode grabbed her wrist, disarmed her, and then pulled her with him.

      “These two were infected. They tried but couldn’t override my locks. They’ve been waiting for me to open that door. Now that I have, the others will come for me,” she said as they hurried down the hallway. “They want to inject me with cyclogenes to pull everything they can from my mind. I tell you this: I’d rather die than become leashed to an AI.”

      She turned toward the elevator but Bode pulled her away. “No. It’s safer to take the stairs.”

      She spoke through rushed breaths as she was hustled forward. “I was the last of the officers to be infected, I think, so they only kept a couple of guards up here. There’s a team of mechanics who locked themselves down in the bottom level. They caught on early that something was wrong. I sent them a message, but I couldn’t get to them and they couldn’t get to me. At least they’ve been keeping the drones occupied. They were lucky—they must not have been considered crucial to Zona’s plan to take over the ship, so they had time to figure things out before anyone on their team was compromised.”

      “You’re saying this whole crew’s been turned into ’puter drones?” Wolt asked from behind.

      “Not the entire crew, but enough to make any attempt at reclaiming this ship fruitless.”

      Wolt continued, “I thought it took a lot of time and work to hook a body up to an AI.”

      “It used to. They’ve evidently changed the process. I watched Corvus change from my friend to a drone in under a week’s time. He was how I figured out what was happening.”

      “How could you tell he was infected?” Bode asked.

      “He tried to drag me from my room. I had to shoot him,” she replied.

      Bode rushed them into the stairway. Above and below them came the sounds of more bootsteps. Caitlyn’s eyes widened and she stumbled.

      Bode kept her from falling. “Hurry.”

      The door to the stairs above them opened, and bootsteps echoed. Jai thought it was odd that during this chase, not a single crew member had said anything. There were no orders for them to stop and drop their weapons. No gunfire even though two guards were lying dead outside Caitlyn’s room. At first, he’d thought Caitlyn was crazy for believing that a good chunk of Freedom Rider’s crew had become drones without being noticed. Back on Callisto, the prisoners he’d seen being turned into drones had been strapped down with all sorts of cables and fluids going into them. The cyclophase process nearly killed them—it killed many. Now, he was starting to think she wasn’t crazy about thinking Zona had refined the process.

      Bode slammed open the door to the level where Dirty Diablo was docked. He paused a brief second before checking the hallway and pulling Caitlyn with him. Jai and Wolt hurried through behind them. Far more people clogged the passageway than there’d been earlier, though they looked to be techs and mechanics, those who worked that level. Jai recognized one of the techs who was approaching them. Ajay, the tech Torsha had been flirting with. He looked strained, moving almost jerkily toward them. Additional crew members joined Ajay to block their way.

      “You can’t leave,” one man said almost robotically, then winced. “Run,” he added in a strained voice before his features smoothed. “You can’t leave.”

      “Fight it, Charles,” Caitlyn said, but the man didn’t move.

      Bode pressed him away and raised his pistol, scanning the drones with it. “Stand back.”

      As if they were a single entity, they took one step back in perfect harmony.

      Jai grimaced. Creepy.

      Behind him, Wolt contacted Dru. “Coleslaw, baby. Coleslaw.”

      “Coleslaw. I read you loud and clear,” came Dru’s hurried response through Wolt’s armlet.

      Coleslaw was a codeword Wolt used to warn Dru when he was in trouble. It was supposedly a kind of food, a dish popular on Luna, but Jai had no idea what it was, let alone why Wolt would pick a type of food as a code word instead of something more rational like, Help! But that was Theun Wolt for you.

      No other crew members stood in their way as they traversed the hallway, but when Jai and his team reached the dock, he understood why the crew members in the hallways had given them a passable berth. A security team blocked the airbridge to Dirty Diablo, and a growing crowd was filling the open space.

      “You can’t leave,” a guard echoed the words from the other crew member earlier. Even the intonation was identical.

      “Shoot them. There’s no way to save them,” Caitlyn said.

      Bode didn’t. “What’s going on here?”

      No one answered. There was just an eerie silence of being stared down by the other crew.

      “Jai!”

      Jai spun to see Torsha rushing toward him, reaching out. Without thinking, he grabbed her hands. Pricks of stabbing pain shot through his gloved hand. He yanked his hand away. “Yowch. What’d you do?”

      Torsha gave him a shrug that in no way looked apologetic. “Sorry, sugar. But a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

      Caitlyn gasped. “It’s her. She’s Dio’s mole.” She raised her pistol at Jai. “You’re compromised now. I’m sorry.” Distracted, he didn’t have time to shoot her or jump away before she fired. A shot was fired, but instead of feeling the icy burn of laser fire, Caitlyn slumped to the floor. Behind her, Bode spun his gun away to focus again on the security team.

      Jai eyed Caitlyn’s body and then looked at Torsha, who was reaching out for Bode. Jai did something he’d never thought he could do—he punched Torsha. She fell onto a knee, bringing a hand to her cheek. He then yanked her to him, holding his gun to her temple while stepping to keep Bode and Wolt protected by his human shield. “Let us through or she dies.”

      “Jai, I know you better than that. You could never shoot me,” Torsha taunted.

      Wolt gave a toothy grin. “But I sure can, and you know it, sweetheart.”

      Her features tightened. “Don’t do this. None of you have to die.”

      “Neither do you,” Bode said. “Just let us be on our way.”

      “Not until I shake your hand, handsome,” Torsha said.

      Bode nodded in the direction of Dirty Diablo powered up in the docking bay. Its guns had spun around to aim directly at the windows separating the bay from where they stood. “My ship has both guns currently aimed at this location. I’m guessing armor-piercing rounds would have no trouble whatsoever cutting through that window and out the other side of this level.”

      “You do that, and you’d die,” Torsha said.

      “So would everyone else in this area,” Bode countered.

      The security team lowered their weapons simultaneously and stepped aside.

      Of everyone in the dock, only Torsha spoke even while still being held in place by Jai. “Okay, okay. Everyone, settle down. There’s been a misunderstanding. You three are free to go. We won’t try to stop you.”

      Bode led them toward the airbridge. Jai, noticing Caitlyn’s bag, paused to grab it without letting go of Torsha.

      “What’d you stick me with?” Jai asked as he walked with her.

      “Nothing that’ll kill you, I promise. I don’t want to see you hurt,” she replied.

      When they reached the airbridge, Jai released Torsha, and she turned and gave him a wink. “I’ll be seeing you soon, sugar.”

      Wolt punched her, catching her as she fell, passed out cold. “Sooner than you think,” the larger man said as he dragged her onto the airbridge.

      Freedom Rider’s crew ran toward the airbridge. Jai closed the door. He didn’t have time to hack the system. Instead, he shot the panel. Standard safeguards defaulted to protecting atmospheric conditions, which meant the airbridge door sealed into place.

      The sounds of blaster fire pelted the door. They raced to the ship’s airlock. Bode reached first, turning to keep his gun aimed at the airbridge door behind them. As soon as they were inside, Bode closed the outer airlock and opened the inner door.

      “Stow the prisoner. Make sure she’s disarmed,” Bode ordered Wolt before turning to Jai.

      “Let me see your hand.”

      Jai tugged off his glove and held out his hand, palm up, revealing three red spots. “I don’t feel anything now. It was just a big pin prick.”

      Bode didn’t look relieved. “Get to medical and run a scan for all poisons and hallucinogens and anything else it can scan for.”

      Jai rubbed the tender spots. “But I can help you with—”

      “Go.” Bode didn’t wait for an argument.

      To Jai’s right, Dru emerged from the bridge, meeting Bode in the passageway.

      “Got the docking bars fixed. They can’t keep us locked. Just let me know when you want me to manually retract them out from under the clamps,” she said.

      “Now,” Bode said, brushing past her.

      “Now?”

      “Now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 5

          PRICE IS RIGHT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Calmac Harbor, Kuiper belt

      

      

      Peyton watched with quiet anticipation as her small fleet of two slid up to Calmac Harbor’s long pier. Rat Troop would run a skeleton crew on the ships for the undetermined duration of their visit. Peyton had promised the crew a minimum of a week but questioned if Bordeaux and Ching Shih could be repaired to her satisfaction in such a short time.

      “I’m as nervous as a parent on the first day of school,” Ole said, observing the stream of Rat Troopers offloading through the temporary umbilicus attached to Ching Shih.

      “Most of them will be okay,” Alli said. “Calmac security knows that if they use too heavy a hand, we won’t be back to spend our ill-gotten gains. We’re top of the food chain and it feels damn good.”

      “They also know we’re expecting to pay some bribes to keep our kiddos out of jail,” Ole said. “So we have that to look forward to.”

      “You sound like an old married couple,” Peyton said, chuckling.

      Alli turned to Zombie Bob, who was stoically standing at the back of the bridge. “Zombie Bob, aren’t you going to go ashore and get your freak on?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Got it,” Alli said, turning back and grinning at Peyton with raised eyebrows.

      “Tran, do you have anything to add?” Peyton asked, glancing down at the screen which showed Bordeaux’s small bridge.

      “Negative, Trooper,” Tran answered. “Aside from the anticipation of Bordeaux’s return to full service.”

      “Ole, contact the shipyard and let them know we’re inbound,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, Trooper,” Ole said. “Oh, also, you inquired about a man, Pack. I found him.”

      “Where?”

      “Forward brig,” he said. “He’s a nice, big, strapping lad.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be in my quarters if I’m needed.”

      “Trooper, before you go,” Ole said.

      “Yes?”

      “Aboard ship will get pretty noisy in drydock. You might consider finding accommodations in Calmac. They have well-secured executive suites,” he said.

      “I’ll be fine, Mr. Ole,” she said and exited the bridge with Zombie Bob trailing close behind her.

      In the passageway, Peyton paused and turned to Zombie Bob. “Would you fetch this man, Pack, from the brig? I’d like to speak to him.”

      “In your quarters?” Zombie Bob’s voice inflected a small amount, but it was enough for Peyton to recognize.

      She fought to keep the smile from her face and instead lifted an eyebrow. “That is the joy of being in charge of pirates. You gain a certain immunity from scandals.”

      “As you say, Trooper,” Zombie Bob said, unmoving.

      Peyton sighed. It was Zombie Bob’s self-imposed, intractable mission to guard her person. Until she entered her quarters and was locked in, he would not leave her side. It was a bit much, especially when on the c-deck, where the crew was not allowed free reign.

      Entering the suite, she closed the door behind her, once again feeling the weight of responsibility for her troopers. She’d taken a big risk attacking Bordeaux and Riesling. That she’d felt her back against the wall to succeed had forced her hand. She’d hoped that taking Ching Shih would reduce the crucible of pressure she felt.

      Sitting alone at the small table in her quarters, she admitted that pressure would never abate. She would always stretch for goals beyond her reach. Instinctively, she knew that to survive the maelstrom the spurned General Batteaux would soon send after her, she would need to be much stronger. She could not afford to rest on her accomplishments. To survive, she would need to take even greater risks.

      She smiled ironically to herself. Batteaux’s greatest lesson to her had been unintentional. She would turn his brutality and focus on success at any cost into his greatest weakness. She would beat Batteaux with the strength of her convictions, or she would die. There would be nothing less.

      A knock at her door pulled her from her dark thoughts. “Come,” she said.

      Zombie Bob opened the door. A tall, dark-skinned man in torn clothing stood next to him. She instantly recognized the man’s face, if not his name. He’d been in at the Academy in a class that had graduated shortly after her arrival. He’d caught her eye with his trim physique, even though she rarely had time to consider such things. She’d pushed him from her thoughts until Carlot’s comment.

      “Join me,” Peyton said, pulling a carafe of water from cold storage next to her desk.

      Pack looked nervously at Zombie Bob and started into the room, struggling with shackled ankles and wrists. “Zombie Bob, remove Mr. Pack’s restraints,” Peyton ordered.

      “Trooper, he is Tsang,” Zombie Bob argued, not moving.

      “Mr. Adrian Donz is a man of honor, are you not?”

      “Do I know you?” Pack asked nervously.

      Zombie Bob rabbit punched Pack in the kidneys, dropping the man to his knees. “You were asked a question, worm,” he growled.

      Pack coughed a couple of times and looked at Zombie Bob and then to Peyton, who patiently looked on. “Uh, yes, ma’am, I’m an honorable man.”

      Zombie Bob drew back his arm as if to strike Pack again. “You will address her as Trooper, Tsang.”

      Peyton raised her hand to ward off Zombie Bob’s strike. “Pack and I share history, Zombie Bob. I will accept his address as acceptable this once. Please remove his shackles and do not ignore my request again.”

      Zombie Bob grimaced but unlocked Pack’s shackles. “One word from Trooper and I’ll skin you alive,” he whispered and then let himself out.

      “I apologize for the lack of decorum,” Peyton said, looking over the man who was still kneeling. He’d lost at least ten kilograms since she’d seen him back on Ceres and had lost most of his once-powerful physique. “Circumstances have cast us enemies. Perhaps in error.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “Come, sit,” Peyton said, pouring water into a glass. “I find I have a few free moments. Something I rarely find.”

      Pack struggled to his feet and sat heavily in the chair opposite Peyton, warily assessing her as he did. “I know who you are. You’re that Venusian faster tracker,” he said carefully. “From the Academy.”

      “What is it you want from life, Mr. Donz?” Peyton asked, realizing she might have made a mistake. His admission to knowing who she was probably meant she couldn’t afford to allow him to leave.

      “To survive,” he said, cautiously looking at the water glass.

      “Go ahead. The water is freely offered.” He drank greedily from the glass and set it down empty. “Is that why you were with Tsang? To survive?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “There were seven of us abandoned by Zona. We’d been part of an attack force against a Setteri convoy. The fleet just left us behind. My lieu took charge and we made it to Calmac Harbor. She negotiated with Tsang and they took us on.”

      “Just like that? Tsang are pirates,” Peyton said.

      “We tried to get Zona to help. They told us we’d have to pay for our passage back, that we’d somehow screwed up. The thing is, we didn’t have any way to pay. Carlot told ’em to go screw themselves.” He smiled slightly as he said the last.

      “You’ve lost weight,” Peyton said. “What’s happened?”

      “That run we were on,” he said. “It was our initiation. They barely fed us but said if we did our job, we’d have a spot when we got back.”

      “Did you know what you were carrying?” Peyton asked.

      “Something about weapons and that lady, Zheng. She was in big trouble.”

      “For what?”

      “I imagine for what you did to her, but I don’t know that for sure,” Pack said. “You took her ship, right? Ching Shih. I heard them talking about it when you jumped us.”

      “What’s your take on Tsang?”

      “I don’t know. They’re not doing real good. I don’t have much to compare them to though,” he said.

      “Support that statement.”

      “Carlot and me were getting scraps for food, but the crew wasn’t getting much better. They complained a lot. They were hemorrhaging crew. Lots of folks goin’ AWOL. Can’t complain, though. Made a place for me and Carlot.”

      “Tell me about Carlot.”

      “Not much to say. She’s my lieu and mostly did her best to look out for me. We had each other’s backs a few times,” he said.

      “Mostly?” Peyton asked.

      “No, she did,” he said.

      “That’s called a Freudian slip, Pack,” Peyton said. “Think about it for a minute, please.”

      Peyton turned to a built-in intercom and pressed the transmit. “Carbo, you still on board?”

      “Trooper, Carbo was on the first wave of shore leave, but I’m here,” a man answered. To Peyton’s ears, he sounded very young.

      “What’s your name, trooper?” she asked.

      “Most just call me Jimmy,” he said.

      “Jimmy, is there any of Carbo’s bread left?”

      “Sure is, Trooper.”

      “Would you bring a loaf and a couple of beers up to c-deck? You’ll need to leave the tray with Zombie Bob,” she said.

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” he answered, excitement clear in his voice.

      Peyton turned back to Pack. “Here’s the deal, Pack,” Peyton said. “I’m going to offer you a spot in Rat Troop. Don’t get too excited. We offer most of our captures a spot. The thing is, Carlot’s not getting a spot.”

      “You found her?”

      “We did.”

      “She ran her mouth, didn’t she?”

      “It’s more the chip on her shoulder,” Peyton said. “Only one team she’s fighting for—team Carlot.”

      “Can I speak freely, ma…Trooper?”

      “I’d prefer it.”

      “Carlot has a big mouth. I said she mostly had my back only because she got us into about as much trouble as she fixed,” he said. “Thing is, she’s good people. She just doesn’t know who to trust.”

      “Do you trust me?” Peyton asked.

      “I don’t,” he said. “I’d like to, but we haven’t had such a great start.”

      There was a knock at the door and then Zombie Bob entered with the tray Peyton had requested. In addition to the bread and beer, there were several slices of cheese. Peyton waited for Zombie Bob to set the tray down and then opened one of the beers and handed it to Pack.

      “Telling the truth is dangerous business, Pack,” she said, opening the other beer for herself. “You’ve linked yourself to a woman I’m thinking about punting out an airlock.”

      Pack held the beer in his big hands and sat forward in his seat. “I’ll link my fate to Carlot’s any day of the week,” he said. “She’s a shitty friend most of the time, but when the shooting starts, she gets scary smart. So if you’re gonna toss her, you might as well do the same to me, because I won’t do you much good after that.”

      “Are the two of you physically close?” Peyton asked.

      “Like, are we having sex?” He didn’t wait for Peyton to answer and plowed forward. “Kind of. We’ve done it a few times, but like I said, she’s a shitty friend. I feel like she’s just using me to relax.”

      Peyton set her beer onto the tray and pushed it away from her. “The two of you are going to give me an honest assessment of the prisoners we captured from Bordeaux. In return, I’ll give you a private brig and make sure you’ve got food to eat. Then you’re going to decide if you want to join Rat Troop. You decide you want to walk away, so be it.

      “You’ll both start at the bottom. If you screw up, you’ll wish you were back with Zona. The thing is, though, I’ve got my eye on something more than being pirates. But don’t be fooled by the fancy talk. We’re pirates and I’m a pirate queen. If I think someone stands in my way, I’ll cut them down where they stand.”

      Peyton pressed the intercom again. “Ole, I’m going to need you to make accommodations for a couple of prisoners.”

      “Friends of yours?”

      “Time will tell,” Peyton said. “Would you send someone to my quarters to fetch Mr. Pack? Also, he’ll be joined by another, Ms. Carlot.”

      “Your quarters, eh?” Ole said. “Good for you, Trooper. Are we locking these new friends down?”

      Peyton shook her head at his innuendo. “That’s right, Mr. Ole. I’ll fill you in on the details later.”

      “Oh boy, I can’t wait,” he said salaciously.

      Peyton cut off the comms and walked over to her door. She knocked. Zombie Bob opened the door and looked at her without speaking. “Mr. Pack has an appointment with Mr. Ole.”

      “Yes, Trooper,” Zombie Bob said. “With me, prisoner.”

      “He’ll be taking the tray with him,” Peyton added, stepping over to a small window that had a view of space. Ching Shih was already inside the giant shipyard structure where long, spindly arms reached out to grapple them. “Good luck, Pack.”

      “Thank you, Trooper.”

      Peyton barely heard him as she stared out the window. She had already moved past their interaction, a problem not solved but set on a corrected course. She’d appreciated Pack’s straightforward nature. Survival necessitated flexibility in the moment, like his and Carlot’s willingness to join Tsang. She knew the idea of becoming a pirate had gone against Pack’s morality as a Space Trooper. That Carlot understood survival demanded something else was a credit to the abrasive woman. She would keep her eye on Carlot.

      With fascination, she watched the choreographed dance of the massive shipyard machines moving quickly and with certainty made possible by detailed plans. It was one thing to know that computers could map out the most complex problems and sequencing operations with infinite precision. It was another to watch them act upon that plan.

      A knock at the door drew her attention. “Enter,” she called, glancing at the reflection on the window to see that it was Alli. She didn’t feel a need to acknowledge her friend and trusted lieutenant.

      “Are you going to stay in here the whole time?” Alli asked.

      “Probably not,” Peyton said. “Will you take some time to explore Calmac Harbor as a feared Rat Trooper?”

      “I don’t think Rat Troop is feared that much yet,” Alli said. “Unless you happen to be beer. Then you sure as heck better be scared.”

      Peyton laughed, despite her pensive mood. Alli had a way of cutting through her moods and she was grateful for it. “Do you want to meet with Zheng with me?”

      “Damn, really? Why do you want to talk to her? You’re not serious about making her Rat Troop, are you?” Alli asked.

      “Not yet,” Peyton said. “She knows things though.”

      “Why do you think she’ll talk to us? She’s Tsang.”

      “We do what we must,” Peyton said, turning away from the window and walking past Alli to exit.

      “I’m definitely coming,” Alli said. “Did Ole tell you that he found the guy who sacked the Bordeaux captain’s quarters?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Ole was super pissed. I thought he was gonna space the guy,” Alli said. “Tran and I talked him into something else. Not fair for me to give it all away. Most of it was Tran’s idea.”

      “I can wait,” Peyton said, brushing past Zombie Bob, who was back at his post. She stopped at the once-empty officer’s quarters where Zheng was quarantined and knocked.

      “You may enter,” Zheng said.

      Zombie Bob held Peyton’s shoulder and opened the door, placing himself between the Tsang pirate and Peyton. When he found that Zheng was seated on the edge of her bed, looking up from an e-reader, he backed off.

      Peyton resisted an urge to roll her eyes. One day, Zombie Bob’s overprotectiveness would likely save her life. Until then, she would struggle to put up with it. “Are you up for guests?” Peyton asked.

      “You are the captain. It would be rude to deny such a request,” Zheng said, patiently setting the reader aside.

      Peyton pulled a chair away from the small desk built into the bulkhead and sat so she and Zheng were at eye level with each other.

      “I’ve heard reports of Tsang struggling to feed its crew,” Peyton said. “Would you care to comment on such?”

      “Many mouths can lead to temporary shortages,” Zheng said. “Perhaps there have been more shortages of late. My experience is such things are cyclic.”

      “I believe you owe me your life,” Peyton said.

      To Zheng’s credit, she didn’t physically react to Peyton’s assertion. “I see. Explain how it is that you come to this conclusion?”

      “Do you deny it?”

      “A pirate’s life is full of danger. Perhaps if you were more specific of the circumstance, I would be better able to answer.”

      “Tell me, are you aware of the contents of the cargo we seized from Bordeaux?”

      Zheng allowed her eyebrows to lift slightly. “Aside from prisoners, I was not aware of further cargo.”

      “We retrieved in excess of a quarter of a million credits in precious metals,” Peyton said. “We were acting on intelligence received on Shigeko Station. Your and Zombie Bob’s presence was unexpected. You were being brought to Calmac Harbor to face judgment.”

      “Are you not concerned that this judgment also awaits you?” Zheng asked. “Otherwise rational people become quite irrational when facing a substantial loss. Would you allow a question?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who provided the intelligence regarding Bordeaux’s location and cargo? Who would benefit most?”

      “Perhaps you could tell me,” Peyton said.

      “Soshu,” Zheng said, spitting out the word as if it was a grub.

      “You think Mae put me up to this?”

      “I am certain of it,” Zheng said. “She would either destroy you or weaken Tsang. Both are to her benefit.”

      “You think she believes I’m coming for her.”

      “Aren’t you? Your man, Zombie Bob, hunted Tsang throughout Shigeko Station. He killed eight of our highest ranking before he was captured. He was being transported so he could be killed publicly.”

      “I’m not sure his would have been the only head on the block,” Peyton said.

      “You have alluded to this enough,” Zheng said. “Yes. My incompetence in allowing my ship to be captured by rats is something that requires a bold statement. You are correct that by taking me prisoner you have extended my life. Why you would treat me kindly is something of a mystery.”

      “I am not as gentile as you when I speak,” Peyton said. “I have no facility for fancy words and aphorisms. So, let me speak plainly, so there is no confusion.”

      Zheng nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “I’m new to this whole pirate thing,” Peyton said. “I have powerful enemies who are looking for me right now.”

      “There is no doubt Tsang and Soshu have placed bounties on your head,” Zheng said.

      “I’d be lucky if a bounty hunter took me out,” Peyton said, waving Zheng’s words away with her hand. “It’d be a mercy, compared to what my enemies have in store for me.”

      “If you do not fear Captain Mae, you lack wisdom,” Zheng said. “That your enemies are greater does not diminish her strength.”

      “Good information,” Peyton said. “And that’s why I need you.”

      “You would admit weakness in a negotiation?” Zheng said. And for the first time in the conversation, she looked offended.

      “Stop,” Peyton said. “You’ll either help me, or I’ll have you lashed, then tossed out an airlock.”

      “That is better,” Zheng said. “How is it I might avoid such a fate?”

      “I need to locate a Zona supply run. Preferably one that’s not overly well defended,” Peyton said. “I figure you know people who could find that information for me.”

      “The information is certainly available…for the right price.”

      “What’s your price, Zheng?” Peyton asked.

      “My freedom.”

      “Not on the table today,” Peyton said. “You know too much of my operation.”

      Zheng stood from where she was sitting on the bed and paced around it. “It was kind of you to keep me from your brig,” Zheng said. “I would not have been so kind.”

      “You see Trooper’s kindness as weakness,” Alli said. “Big mistake.”

      Zheng stopped her pacing and considered Alli for a moment. “You are a strange one,” she finally summarized. “Tell me, did Captain Mae realize she had grasped the tail of a dragon when she captured your Trooper and set her free upon Honzo Reef?”

      “Didn’t work out all that well for you, did it?” Alli asked. “Maybe not such a bad plan on Mae’s part.”

      “And yet, I have survived,” Zheng said placidly. “My price to place you in contact with the information broker you seek is a good meal at Kimodo’s and the first mate’s cabin for the duration of my incarceration. I grow bored looking at these walls. A window would give me hope.”

      “The first mate’s quarters are occupied,” Peyton said. “I will arrange for a screen to be installed on the bulkhead. You will be given the ability to shift your view. You will also agree to train with me as much as daily. I wish to learn how to use a sword. It is rumored you are a master.”

      “What makes you think I won’t have forces waiting at Kimodo’s?” Zheng asked.

      “This is possible,” Peyton said. “Zombie Bob very much desires your death. He will accompany us with orders to fulfill his desire at the first sign of trouble.”

      “Perhaps death is acceptable to me.”

      “It will be an interesting evening, in that case,” Peyton said. “Alli, make arrangements for a room at Kimodo’s. Tell them we will bring five. Also, use whatever information Zheng has to make contact with the broker. We will allow three to join us for dinner.”

      “I have not accepted,” Zheng said.

      “This is not a negotiation,” Peyton said, standing.
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        The inner belt

      

      

      The entire crew stood before Torsha Billings, who was tied by her wrists and ankles to the hull in the cargo hold. Her cheek was red and swollen from where Jai had hit her, and it hurt him to see the mark, but it was nothing like Wolt’s souvenir—her eye was swollen shut and a bruise was already forming.

      Bode stood with his arms crossed over his chest. Wolt stood to his left, a gun in his hand. Dru sat on a box a couple of meters away. She also held a gun, but where Wolt’s weapon hung at his side, Dru’s was pointed at Torsha’s chest. Jai stood to Bode’s right, massaging his aching palm. It burned. All medical scans had come back negative, which scared him all the more. Poison, he could deal with. But the medical scanner was set up to scan for common bodily threats, like bacteria and viruses. It could also identify artificial implants, but nothing so small as a nanite…and nanites were how people became drones.

      The idea of losing himself to a machine was so obscure, he had a hard time imagining it. But he’d seen proof, and what he’d seen had terrified him. Worse, Torsha, of all people, had done it to him and hadn’t seemed the least bit bothered by it.

      “I couldn’t find any syringe. She must’ve dropped it after spiking Jai,” Wolt said.

      Torsha gave a sweet smile. “I think you’re mistaken. I didn’t spike Jai. You know how clumsy he is. He probably just scratched himself.”

      Bode’s eyes narrowed as he glanced at Jai’s hand and then back at Torsha. “Your friends let us go without a fight. They could’ve blown us out of this quadrant, but they let us go. That means they either want you kept alive or they think you’ve got this situation under control. Which is it?”

      “Who in the system would want to kill me? I’m sweet and couldn’t hurt a fly,” she said.

      “Let me kill her,” Dru said.

      “Let me kill her after Dru’s done,” Wolt said.

      Torsha’s smile shrank, but it didn’t completely disappear. Jai scrutinized her. He couldn’t find the Torsha he remembered. Sure, this woman talked like her and moved like her, but that was where any similarities ended. This Torsha’s eyes were made of ice—his Torsha’s eyes had been brimming with a zest for life. This Torsha didn’t have a symphony of emotions and mannerisms. She seemed to be an actor playing a part in which she had no passion.

      “You were already Dio’s drone when you left the prison,” Jai said.

      Torsha’s gaze moved to him. “Can’t say I know what you’re talking about, lover.”

      Jai kept watching her. “Batteaux knew Peyton and I would rescue you, so he turned you into some kind of Trojan horse.” He clenched his eyes closed and ran his hands through his hair. “It was right in front of me the entire time. I knew you’d changed. I thought it was some kind of PTSD from the prison, but no, you were different because you were no longer Torsha.”

      “I’m still Torsha, Jai.” She almost sounded like she meant it.

      “But you aren’t, are you?” he countered.

      “It makes sense,” Bode said. “I always thought the breakout was too easy.”

      “Speak for yourself. We almost died,” Wolt said.

      Bode shook his head. “Nah. It was too easy. That’s why Batteaux’s squadron didn’t attack our ships when we broke through the atmo. We had their Trojan horse onboard—hell, we were probably carrying a dozen Trojan horses onboard—so they let us sail right on by. We delivered them exactly where Zona wanted them. And now we’re transporting their Trojan horse again. Where do your bosses want us to take you this time?”

      Torsha shrugged. “You’re weaving quite the wild tale.”

      Bode’s voice became a razor’s edge. “Cut the crap. We’re onto you. We know you’re a drone. You’re obviously one with the tools to infect others. Is that what you did to Jai?”

      She eyed Bode for a length. Jai fidgeted, thinking of what could be running through his bloodstream.

      Then Torsha spoke. “Right now, Jai’s got all sorts of lil’ cyclogenes swimming and multiplying in his bloodstream. It’s too late for him. And soon it’ll be too late for the rest of you too.”

      Bode strolled over to Torsha and grabbed her bound wrists. “My guess is you’re thinking your buddies are on their way to you right now. I’m sure those nanites in you also mean you’re being tracked every second of every day. But here’s the thing: I could throw you out that airlock long before they rescue you.”

      Her smile faded.

      “If she’s being tracked, then I vote for her going out an airlock right now and us changing our flight path sooner rather than later,” Dru said.

      “Not yet.” Bode pried open Torsha’s clenched hands, examined them, and then held her palm out for the rest of the crew. There, on her palm, were three small holes, each no bigger than a millimeter in diameter. “The injector ports were built into her skin and can emerge with a simple hand movement. I learned about this during SCOT training. It’s a common assassin’s trick—they could kill a high-ranking target with a simple handshake. Evidently, Zona picked up its share of techniques from the dark underbelly of the system.”

      Bode ran his thumbs along Torsha’s palm, careful to avoid the three holes. She tried to yank away, but he held her firm and continued to feel around her hand. “Where do you keep the injection packet?”

      Torsha guffawed. “I don’t know what you’re—”

      “It’s her blood. She’s infected, so all she has to do is inject her own blood that’s chock full of nanites into others,” Jai said bluntly. Everyone turned to him.

      Torsha winked. “You always were the top of the class. That’s what attracted me to you in the first place.”

      He tried to ignore her. “Caitlyn said it took her bodyguard nearly a week before turning completely, right?”

      Bode nodded.

      “That must be about how long it takes for the nanites to replicate enough in the new host system. They keep replicating until they reach critical mass. It’s like a virus that eats an operating system.” Bode, Dru, and Wolt all watched him like he’d been shot. He blew out a breath. “That means I’ve got a week to find a cure.”

      Torsha shook her head. “Sorry, sugar. You got one hundred and forty-two hours, and there’s no cure.”
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        * * *

      

      Bode, Dru, and Jai sat on the bridge. All three had headaches from brainstorming their options while Bode kept watch for incoming traffic. That none had arrived yet seemed to have pissed off their captain. He smacked the panel. “They’re not even sending a gunship after us. They think their perky little drone can best this crew.”

      “Corporations have always underestimated free agents.” Dru came to her feet. “I should go relieve Wolt, assuming he hasn’t killed that chickshank already. Maybe he got some bright ideas staring down the prisoner. He sure hasn’t gotten her to talk.”

      Bode had activated the ship’s comms in the cargo hold so that the rest of the crew could hear anything taking place back there. It also would reduce the time to get support back there if Torsha had tried something. But from the lack of sounds coming from the cargo hold, she hadn’t spoken, let alone moved.

      “Watch yourself and check in every fifteen minutes,” Bode ordered.

      “I will.” Dru paused. “You know, we should’ve tossed her out an airlock. I don’t like the idea of Zona tracking us and recording everything she sees or hears.”

      “We still might be able to use that to our advantage,” Bode replied. “Plus, we’ve got ourselves a guinea pig to test any solutions we come up with to help Jai.”

      Jai gulped. “That’s if we come up with something.”

      “We’ll get it figured out, Jai. It’ll be okay,” Dru said.

      “You sure about that?” he asked.

      She forced a smile that bore no confidence. “Of course I’m sure.”

      She departed the bridge. Jai checked the countdown on his armlet. 136 hours, 28 minutes, 42 seconds.

      He’d set the timer based on what Torsha had said and backtracked to the moment she’d stuck him on Freedom Rider. She could’ve been lying to him. Maybe he had only ten hours left for all he knew, but he still felt fine. He felt like himself, albeit he felt like he was losing his mind, but he attributed that to the idea of feral nanites swimming in his blood than anything being done to him by an AI.

      Would he even know when the AI took over, or would he simply blink out of existence? Would he still be in there, a slave to the AI, or would he be dead? Was Torsha—his Torsha—even still alive, for that matter? He glanced at his armlet again. Less than twenty seconds had passed since he’d checked last.

      “How about you take a break, Jai? You look like you could use one. We can pick things back up in an hour or so. I’ll wake you if we come across something,” Bode said.

      Jai glanced up, found his captain watching him, then nodded. “Yeah, I guess.”

      He headed to his bunk. On the way, he grabbed the hard case Caitlyn Moser had been carrying. Inside was an all-black tablet with the Caliber logo on back: a perfect circle of steel that looked like it was a cross section of a rifled barrel.

      The tablet was locked with a hefty encryption. Jai knew because he’d hacked into one of these tablets before. He clutched it to his chest as he walked to his bunk. He couldn’t sleep, and he couldn’t purge the nanites from his system, but he could hack a tablet. Maybe, if luck was on his side, Caitlyn had tucked the answers he needed in that computer.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        114 hours, 31 minutes, 58 seconds to go.

      

      

      Bode stopped by the ship’s small medical bay, which was really just a wall of drawers and cabinets with a small counter and a single fold-out cot. Jai currently sat on the cot while Dru pulled blood from his arm.

      “How’s it going?” Bode asked.

      “Hang on. We’re about to find out if Caitlyn’s calibrations work.” Dru removed the syringe and Jai held a cloth over the extraction site.

      She pulled the tube of blood from the syringe and set it in a small scanner box. As it performed its analysis, Bode spoke. “I messaged Marco based on the address Caitlyn had in her tablet. We’ll see if he responds.”

      “Let’s hope he’s less than…” Jai checked the numbers on his countdown timer, “…a hundred and fourteen hours from here.”

      The scanner beeped and data populated the screen covering the front. Dru turned to read the results. “It looks like Caitlyn’s specs on how she calibrated a scanner to detect the cyclogenes is good. The scanner’s now identifying the nanites in Jai’s blood as artificial.”

      Jai jumped off the cot and strode over to the scanner. Much of the data displayed on the screen he didn’t recognize—medical tech wasn’t his thing. But he recognized the technical schematics being populated pertaining to the nanites. “This is good. This is really good,” he said as he read the data. “All I need to do now is dial in one of my tablets to lock in on one of these bad boys. Each one is basically a computer.” He shrugged. “Well, that’s oversimplifying it, but what matters is that now we can hack into one of these to get to its source code. The nanites obviously have to use local networks to pick up and broadcast signals to transmit commands, so if we can find a way to block the signal, that’ll buy us time to figure out how to neutralize them.”

      Bode’s armlet chimed, and he looked down to read the message. “Caitlyn’s address for Marco was good. He’s responded.”

      “Where’s he at?” Jai asked hopefully.

      Bode frowned. “He’s in the Amor asteroid cluster.”

      “Where’s that from here?” Jai asked.

      “It’s not too far. It’s in the inner belt.”

      “How far?” Jai asked, fidgety.

      Bode looked up. “At least a week at full speed.”

      Jai glanced at his countdown timer, even though he didn’t need to. They’d never reach Marco in time to help Jai.

      He sighed and tried to stay strong. “I guess that means I need to hack Dio’s nanites on my own.”

      Dru hugged him. “You’re not on your own. We’re all going to help you get through this.”

      “Thanks.” But in the back of Jai’s mind, he felt a ghost hiding in the shadows. It was ice-cold, insidious, and growing every hour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 7

          DEALS WITH DEVILS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Calmac Harbor, Kuiper belt

      

      

      Peyton pulled a long gold-lined, high collared black cape over her shoulders and stepped from Ching Shih’s airlock into a waiting tender. It was a tight fit for the eight of them, four who wore the worn battle armor she’d paid so much for.

      Zheng had quietly acquiesced to her demands and set up a meeting with the information broker as Peyton required. Generous bribes had been paid to Calmac Harbor station security to ensure a quiet evening, but in the pit of her stomach, Peyton knew the night would not be without drama. She hoped that drama wouldn’t include combat, but she was as ready as she could be.

      As one of the troopers in full armor, Tran led the entourage through the station, ignoring the route given by station security. There had been some discussion about it, but in the end, the decision was given to Tran, who had no desire to walk a predetermined path.

      Walking along the strip, flashes of black and gold pulled at Peyton’s attention. They were the colors of Rat Troop, and shore leave was in full session. Rowdy cheers of acknowledgment were as much as any trooper dared and Peyton did her best to keep her focus forward. It was an environment of which she had little control, although her armored escort easily plowed open a path for them.

      From the outside, Kimodo’s was unspectacular. Having grown up in the wealthy cloud city of Venusia, Peyton missed the wide-open verandas if only for the spectacular views they afforded. Internally, she chastised herself for the momentary distraction. She wasn’t out for a nice dinner but rather entering an enemy’s lair. Lives were at stake, and the very future of Rat Troop depended on her success.

      Peyton stiffened when a black-suited but poorly shaven man approached, bowing slightly, his eyes bouncing between Zheng and Peyton. “Greetings, Captain Zheng and…Trooper?”

      “You will address me only,” Alli said, stepping forward. Like Peyton, she’d purchased lightly armored clothing, which was completely black. The only gold on her person was a half-mask that covered her ruined eye and cheek scar.

      “And you are?” The man attempted arrogance, but Alli stepped between Tran and the fourth armored trooper and invaded his personal space. “Call me Rat,” she growled.

      The man backed up. “I was told your party would be five. There are eight of you.”

      “Skaz, Bodnik, take sentry positions,” Tran ordered.

      Two armored troopers separated from the group and turned so they were looking out at the passing crowds.

      “You’ll run all of my business off,” the man complained.

      “Stop whining,” Alli demanded, rolling her shoulders back.

      “This way, please,” he said.

      The room he brought them to had three tables pushed together with table service already in place for eight. Wordlessly, Tran and the other armored trooper took places next to the double doors that provided access to the remainder of the restaurant.

      A pair of servers approached the door as if to enter, but Tran held up his hand. “Only one,” he said. “You,” he pointed to a young man, who swallowed hard. “You will serve us for the evening.”

      “I…it’s not my…” the young man stammered. “There are so many.”

      “Only one will be eating,” Tran said. “At least of those who are here now. Bring a menu. Be hasty about it.”

      The two servers exchanged glances and then hurried off.

      Zheng shook her head and joined Peyton at the end of the table. It wasn’t lost on Peyton that Zheng’s choice of seat allowed her a full view of not only the room but the dining area outside of the room. “You certainly know how to add to the ambiance,” Zheng said. “Are you not eating also?”

      “This is a hole,” Peyton said. “I would not spend credit so I could pretend it is not.”

      “I did not take you as someone who has seen wealth,” Zheng said.

      “You will negotiate for me,” Peyton said. “I will pay no more than ten thousand for the information I seek.”

      “Then we should leave,” Zheng said. “It will cost five times that.”

      “The information had better be worth it,” Peyton said.

      “A broker is only as good as his or her reputation,” Zheng said. “Although it is difficult to earn a bad reputation and stay alive. The system is quite elegant in this way.”

      The young waiter re-entered the room and slunk beneath Tran’s scrutiny. When he approached Peyton, Zombie Bob, who stood only a meter behind, stiffened, taking notice. The waiter stopped in his tracks and swallowed hard.

      “We have a good selection of wines,” he said. “Would the fine ladies like to try the house red?”

      Zheng sat forward. “Two bottles of your Torilla Reserve,” she said, gesturing for the man to hand her the single menu he was holding.

      “Of course, madame,” he said, sliding a thin electronic tablet onto the table in front of her. “Our special this evening is Mars-grown salmon. Frozen only for transport, these delectable specimens were revived upon arrival last week and are guaranteed as fresh as the day they reached maturity. We also have a delightful synthetic lamb that has been prepared with a red wine reduction demi-glace.”

      “She can read the menu just fine,” Peyton said, cutting him off.

      Zheng shrugged and waved the waiter off. When he was gone, she looked at Peyton. “This is about the best food available in the Kuiper Belt. You should have ordered something.”

      “I’ll take my chances with Carbo,” Peyton said.

      Half an hour after their appointed time, a man dressed in a dark gray, striped, old-Earth business suit approached Tran and Alli, who were quietly talking. He wore a fedora and, to Peyton’s eyes, couldn’t be more conspicuous unless, of course, he was surrounded by armored pirates like she was.

      “Hold on a second,” Alli said, raising a hand to stop the man. That she had only two fingers on that hand seemed to startle him, but he quickly regained his composure. Alli looked back to the table and asked, “Is this your guy, Zheng?”

      “Let him in,” Zheng said.

      “Do you need a menu?” Alli asked, not stepping out of his way.

      The man took off his hat and bowed his head. “I do not, little rat.” The words should have been offensive, but a thin smile showed on the unmasked portion of Alli’s face. “I am pleased to see your fortunes have changed,” he added.

      “Good luck,” Alli said and finally stepped away.

      Zheng had already downed the first bottle of wine and had just opened the second as she pushed her partially eaten entrée away and drew forward a chocolate dessert. “Whisperman, you are looking well,” Zheng said, acknowledging the man who approached. “Be known to the one who is called Trooper.”

      Peyton nodded in acknowledgment and neither offered nor expected a handshake.

      “I see the rumors of your death were premature, Captain Zheng,” Whisperman said, reaching into the front of his coat jacket. The unmistakable whine of a blaster magazine charging froze his hand from continuing. “I am extracting a privacy device. It would be unwise to shoot me.”

      Peyton was interested in the man’s calm demeanor and statement. Unwise suggested bad things would happen if Zombie Bob followed through with the implied threat of his weapon. “Zombie Bob, allow Mr. Whisperman to continue. Mr. Tran, please close us in.”

      Tran closed the doors, but Zombie Bob made no move to holster his weapon.

      “Poor manners are forgivable in stressful situations,” Whisperman said grandiosely. “Would you allow me to remove the device from my pocket, Trooper?”

      “Please go slowly,” Peyton said.

      “Of course.” Whisperman pulled a device roughly half the size of a woman’s fist and set it on the table. Pressing the button, he explained. “Speak in low tones. Our conversation is not guaranteed private, but we have eliminated most who would seek to listen in. What information is it you seek, Trooper?”

      “She wants the location and navigation vector of a Zona military supply convoy,” Zheng said. “Preferably between the inner and Kuiper belts.”

      “Oh, my,” Whisperman said, keeping his eyes on Peyton.

      “Ideally one with less security.”

      “You plan to sack a Zona convoy,” he said. “Your ambition is as impressive as your reputation. Do you have cargo requirements?”

      Peyton shook her head.

      “That is surprising. This sort of attack will bring the sort of attention that is expensive to hide from,” he said. “Schedules are always changing. Perhaps you would consider a Setteri convoy. They are struggling to keep up with Zona. There would be less scrutiny.”

      Peyton shook her head. “Zona.”

      “Can’t say I don’t love a woman who knows what she wants,” he said. “Two hundred thousand credits precious. Fifty thousand will get us started. One hundred when I deliver the information. The remainder is due twenty days post-mission.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Cut that in half and maybe we have something to talk about,” Zheng said.

      Whisperman looked at Zheng with bemusement. “Perhaps I’ve misread the situation. Are you not hostage to this woman?”

      “Our relationship is fluid,” Zheng said. “Fifty upfront. Fifty when we get back.”

      “I am serious regarding threats. There is something new out there. Long-held ciphers are no longer trustworthy. It’s a new game and it’s time for me to get out,” Whisperman said. “I could agree to one hundred fifty thousand.”

      “One hundred,” Peyton said. “All upfront.”

      “No,” Zheng said. “He has no reason to keep our mission quiet if he holds all of the credits.”

      “We’ll pay on the day we depart,” Peyton said. “I don’t believe threats are required to convey the danger associated with crossing Rat Troop.”

      “I hate to be disagreeable, but Rat Troop is an unknown,” Whisperman said. “I am taking a significant risk just meeting with you. One hundred forty thousand.”

      “On your original schedule, then,” Peyton said. “Half upfront.”

      “You intrigue me, Trooper,” he said. “You seem to recognize the likelihood of your not returning from this mission. You use it as a bargaining chip. Does ice truly run through your veins?”

      “You cannot have both assurance of funds and your price,” Peyton said. “Choose one.”

      “Oh heavens, but this is more delightful than I had anticipated,” Whisperman tittered. “To bet on the dark horse or not,” he giggled. “The decision is mine.”

      Peyton kept her eyes on Whisperman as he struggled internally. Finally, he stilled. “I will take your one hundred thousand, but there is an additional requirement.”

      “Which is?” Peyton asked.

      “You will allow me to extract your DNA,” he said with a fleeting smile.

      “Tell him to screw off,” Alli said angrily.

      “What would you need my DNA for?” Peyton asked, cutting Alli off.

      “Why to sell it, of course,” he said. “You will no doubt make many enemies throughout your career. DNA is quite useful to those who are willing to pay enough.”

      “Don’t do it, Pe…Trooper,” Alli said, momentarily slipping on her name.

      “You would ask me to betray myself,” Peyton said.

      “Isn’t it exciting?” he asked. “Danger, intrigue, betrayal. Real-life is such an aphrodisiac.”

      “One hundred thousand upon delivery of the information,” she said. “If I find no supply convoy, you will return my funds and I will take your DNA. If the information is reliable, I will allow fifty milliliters of my blood to be drawn, but only by you.”

      “I’m positively beaming,” he said. “We have an accord. Stay near your vessel. I will send a courier for the down payment before tomorrow’s breakfast.”

      “I’ll have your first payment ready,” Peyton said and then stood. “Tran, we’re leaving. Zheng, come along.”

      The trip back to Ching Shih was uneventful, something Peyton attributed to Ole’s bribes and Tran’s muscle. Once back in the ship, Peyton breathed a sigh of relief but wasn’t surprised when Alli followed her back to her quarters and jumped her.

      “What the hell, Pey? DNA? A hundred thousand credits? Do you even have that much?” Alli unloaded.

      “We’ll have to limit some of the repairs to Bordeaux,” Peyton said.

      “Your DNA, though?” Alli said. “They can identify you now. Or make a special poison that only works on you. The more powerful you become, the more valuable that sample will be. I can’t believe you agreed to that.”

      “We haven’t talked much about this, Alli, but the people who are coming for me won’t be impressed by a couple of sloops,” Peyton said. “They won’t try to take me out with a designer poison. If they don’t know where I’m at right now, it’s only because they aren’t looking.”

      “Who, Pey? Who in the universe could be so powerful?”

      Peyton shrugged.

      “Tell me!”

      “Okay, but this information can never be repeated,” Peyton said.

      “Oh, now you care,” Alli said hotly. Peyton suppressed a smile at Alli’s mock outrage. “Don’t you go laughing. There’s nothing funny about this.”

      “No, you’re right. These are very serious people,” Peyton said. “It’s just nice to have someone who’s on my side, for once.”

      Alli rolled her eyes. “Spill, already.”

      “General Armond Batteaux,” Peyton said. “It was me and a few others who broke the news that Zona was behind those colony explosions.”

      “Be serious,” Alli said, but Peyton could see that the small woman already understood but was hoping for a different answer. When Peyton nodded, Alli blew out a worried breath. “Damn. That’s serious.”

      “It’s why I’m working so hard to gather power,” Peyton said. “Batteaux is distracted with Setteri right now, but that isn’t going to last. Setteri can’t stand against Zona.”

      “And you’re sure he’ll come for you?”

      “Pretty sure,” Peyton said. “In addition to that news leak, he believes I’m responsible for the death of his son.”

      “Were you?”

      “No,” Peyton said. “It all happened around the same time things went sideways. Harold was a victim of his own incompetence.”

      “Is that it?”

      “Do you really want to know?” Peyton asked.

      Alli shrugged. “Not sure it matters at this point.”

      “Gemma Woodwright is my mother,” Peyton said.

      “Doesn’t that make you like super-rich?”

      “Well, I suppose if I could collect my inheritance,” Peyton said.

      “You mean aside from the top general of Zona wanting you dead?”

      “Right,” Peyton said. “We were talking on InterCall when the bombs were dropped,” Peyton said. “I was connected to Venusia.”

      “Oh, that’s freaky,” Alli said.

      “Glad you know?”

      “It’s a lot to think about.”

      A knock at the door interrupted their conversation. Ole entered after being invited.

      “I hear we need to cancel the hot tub,” he said, grinning. “Maybe go with a little cheaper paint.”

      “More like skip the paint altogether,” Alli said.

      “What’s my budget?”

      “I’ll kick in fifty thousand from my reserves,” Peyton said. “You’ll have fifty thousand less to work with.”

      “Damn. We were already scraping the barrel. We’ll end up with some open sections on Bordeaux,” he said. “Tran’s going to be pissed, you know. What was so expensive?”

      “We’re going to take down a Zona supply convoy,” Peyton said.

      “No, seriously?”

      “The war is spreading. Zona and Setteri are fighting on multiple fronts,” Peyton said. “The convoys won’t be heavily guarded. They’re short on personnel. Zona factories are pumping out supplies faster than they can be picked up.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Do you want the truth?”

      “I doubt it. Tell me anyway.”

      “I don’t know for sure,” Peyton said. “But I know the man in charge. He takes risks. He makes bold moves. The last thing he cares about are his supply lines that have never been attacked in this whole frakking conflict. The problem with Zona and Setteri is that they’re both rich with supplies. That’s why this war is stretching out.”

      “You’re putting a lot of faith in your analysis,” Ole said.

      “I’m putting a lot of faith in my lieutenants,” Peyton said. “Dreams are nothing without people to make them come true.”

      “I’m going to bed,” Alli said. “It’s getting way too deep in here.”

      “Before you go, I ran into Carbo,” Ole said. “He was asking after you.”

      “Why me?” Alli asked, wrinkling her nose.

      “I think the boy is smitten,” Ole said.

      “Whatever,” Alli said, walking to the door. At the last moment, she turned around. “Are you messing with me? Because I’ll cut you if you are.”

      Ole shook his head. “Just go talk to him. Say something nice about his oven. You know he bought that because you made some offhand comment about never having had fresh bread.”

      “You’re so full of crap,” Alli said and escaped before he could say anything further.

      “She needs a man,” Peyton said. “I hope Carbo knows I’ll cut out his spleen if he hurts her.”

      “That’s oddly specific. Do you even know what a spleen looks like?”

      Peyton shrugged. “You have something else. I can see it in your face.”

      “Sixteen hundred credits worth of silver bullion was taken from Bordeaux’s captain’s quarters. The trooper who grabbed the silver is a fella named Gardo. We picked him up on Shigeko,” Ole said, dropping a sack onto Peyton’s table.

      “Damn it.”

      “The three of us lieutenants talked. We agreed that he should be stripped of his jewelry, given three lashes, and then be turned loose on Calmac once we’re ready to set sail,” Ole said.

      “You can’t leave him like that,” Peyton said. “He won’t have any way to eat.”

      “That was discussed. We’ll hand him a hundred grams of gold. It’ll keep him in food for a couple of weeks or beer for a few days. Either way, it won’t be our problem.”

      “I feel like you’ve got a but in this.”

      “More of an or,” Ole said. “If he wants to stay with Rat Troop, he gets to choose a single piece of jewelry to keep and it’s six lashes. We wanted to pass that by you before I tell him.”

      “Make sure everyone is in attendance when we do it,” Peyton said. “This needs to be a spectacle. I don’t want to do this again.”

      “I like your optimism.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 8

          RACE AGAINST TIME

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The inner belt

        93 hours, 56 minutes, 3 seconds to go.

      

      

      Jai stood before Torsha, who stared back at him.

      “I was at pod three on Callisto. I saw the diogenetics medical facility,” he said.

      “So?”

      “Is that where they injected you with the cyclogenes?”

      She chuckled drily. “Injected me…you make it sound so easy. Yes, that’s where they leashed my brain patterns to Dio, but it wasn’t a simple injection. What you received is several dozen upgrades later.”

      “Tell me.”

      She watched him for a moment, and he could almost see the woman he’d cared for in there. Almost.

      “All right. Not like I’ve got anything better to do.” She gave a wry grin. “Not like you’ve got anything better to do either.” She sobered. “And since Dio’s allowing it, I guess I can tell you. I was in the general prison population until I was identified as a pod three candidate—that’s what they called us. The process I went through involved a lot of probes—the unpleasant kind—scalpels and chemicals and things. Anesthetics didn’t play well with the cyclogenes, so everything was done with me wide awake.”

      “Oh frak, Torsha. That had to be hell.”

      “It was. Believe me. It helped once Dio had control because it can turn off my nerve receptors. But by then most of the work had been done. They just had to insert the injectors into my hand so I could transmit the cyclogenes into new hosts. As things turned out, a wet-behind-the-ears Academy grad doesn’t draw any attention when she’s brought onboard Caliber’s biggest destroyer. It’s actually an ingenious way of quelling a rebellion. Through the Diogenetics Program, Zona will wipe out Caliber with minimal bloodshed, plus get a few thousand additional workers who’ll work without contracts, since they’ll be directed by Dio itself. And just think, this operation all came about—the reason Dio picked me—was because of my association with you and Peyton.”

      “Believe me, I never wanted to see you hurt. I thought you were dead. If I’d known that you were on Callisto, what they were doing to you…Torsha, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m done blaming you two.”

      He drew in a deep breath before telling her, “You shouldn’t be. I never should’ve let you stay behind on Bold Umbra after I broadcast Zona’s secret operation to start a war.”

      For the first time, deep emotion stirred in her features. “Let me? You don’t get to do that. It was my choice. I might belong to Dio now, but I still have my own thoughts and memories. Don’t you dare downplay my heroic sacrifice. I covered your asses because I love you both, and I don’t regret it.”

      A small light of hope glistened in Jai’s heart. “You’re still you in there. I can see you.”

      She shook her head. “I might still be in here, but it’s all Dio pulling the strings. It’s letting me speak to you, probably because you’re becoming one of us, but I no longer have my own voice or even my own body.”

      “But you’re still in there. That’s means something. There’s still hope.”

      She chortled. “You were always the optimist while Peyton’s the realist, and that makes you a fool. At least she’d accept that there’s nothing that can be done for me…or for you.”

      “I refuse to give up hope on either of us.”

      “Then you’re also an idiot.”

      Jai cocked his head to try a different approach. “If Dio really is pulling the strings, let me talk to it.”

      “You already are. Everything I see, hear, taste, whatever, is directly uploaded to Dio.”

      “Fine, then. Have Dio talk to me.”

      “It’s happening already. Any word I speak is passed through Dio’s filters before they pass through my lips.” She paused. “Why do you want to talk directly to Dio?”

      Jai shrugged. “Just curious, I guess.”

      “No…that’s not it. You’re trying to figure it out. I know how your mind works. You’re looking at the cyclogenes like you would any computer program. You want to get a feel for the code. You want to find vulnerabilities. Sorry to break it to you, but you need to accept the fact that there’s nothing you can do, sugar. Dio is an advanced AI. It’s a whole lot smarter than either of us. Those cyclogenes swimming through your blood? Right now, they’re replicating exponentially fast and latching onto your bio-signs. I bet you’re already starting to feel yourself slipping as Dio’s creeping in to take over.” Her eyes narrowed. “Yeah, you’re feeling it already, aren’t you?”

      The ghost that had been skulking around the shadows of Jai’s mind had morphed into whispers. He couldn’t make out the words, not yet, but he knew the intention behind them. I’m coming.

      He girded his confidence, unwilling to concede defeat. “Dio might be smarter than us, but you’re wrong about one thing. All computers have vulnerabilities. Dio’s no different.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” she said. “You know, Dio can already sense you on its drone network. It may not be able to see you clearly, per se, but it knows you’re in its pipeline…on a digital conveyor belt chugging toward it every second of every day. Chug, chug, chug.”

      Jai shot Torsha a hard look. “You know, I like the old Torsha a lot better.”

      “The old Torsha evolved into a smarter, enhanced human. Dio connects all of us with a hive mind. You’ll see soon enough. You’ll be a part of that hive. The amount of knowledge stored within Dio is so much greater than the sum of each of its drones.”

      “Yeah, well, I happen to like being me, and I plan to keep it that way. Dio’s never going to have me.”

      “There’s no way to stop it.”

      “Yeah, there is. Because the moment before Dio takes me, I’m going to put a bullet through my brain.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        56 hours, 4 minutes, 29 seconds to go.

      

      

      Jai ran his hands through his hair. It’d been so long since he’d showered that his hair stayed standing up. “My buddies on the darknet agree. There’s one thing we know for sure about cyclogenes: they’re nanites that are programmed to act like a virus. Viruses infect multiple records, in this case, human cells. Some viruses can modify existing code, which cyclogenes are doing by either rewiring brains or attaching themselves in some weird way to make the brain their zombie, basically. I’m not sure which, and it doesn’t really matter, not with how we’ll attack it. Viruses are destructive, and cyclogenes are showing no care whatsoever for the host. Me throwing up every fifteen minutes is proof of that.” He leaned back in his seat. “As viruses go, cyclogenes aren’t very stealthy. They’re counting on their resilience to attacks instead.”

      “Okay,” Dru drawled. “But how’s that help us?”

      “Because there are only so many approaches to take against a virus, so it narrows down our scope from this much to this much.” He stretched out his arms and brought them together to where his palms nearly touched. “We run antivirus utilities, but there’s obviously no kind of software designed to kill cyclogenes, so that option’s out. We restart the system. In my case, that’d mean something like killing me and bringing me back to life.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a great idea,” she said.

      “I agree. I’ve thought about blasting me with an EMP, but I can’t do that without frying the entire ship, and that’d kill all of us, so yeah, not a viable solution.”

      “True. I’d prefer to live a bit longer myself,” Dru offered.

      “As for other options, obviously we can’t reformat the whole system. That’s not even a possibility in my mind, so moving on…that leaves us with a single option: replace the infected files. We need to delete or overwrite the cyclogenes with new, safe cells. But since cyclogenes are nanites, it’d take nanites to overwrite them. Basically, we got to inject a new virus to take out the old virus. The new virus has to be tougher and go after just the other nanites but not so much that it’d kill me.” I hope.

      Her brows lifted. “So you’re saying the only way to kill the nanites taking over your body is to inject yourself with more nanites?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      She grimaced. “That sounds like a horrible idea. The bloodwork shows the cyclogenes are taking over existing cells. What if you don’t have enough non-cyclogene cells left after your new virus kills them?”

      “The cyclogenes are only going after certain cells. Otherwise, it’d be way too inefficient of a virus.”

      “You’re taking a guess.”

      “Maybe, but it’s the only solution with a chance. Lucky for us, I’m one hell of a net-jack, and Marco’s even better. Between the two of us, we can come up with something.” We have to. The muscles in his left arm spasmed, something that had been happening more and more often over the past couple of hours.

      She grimaced. “But he can only respond when Amor is facing our direction. Even then, his responses take hours to reach us.”

      Jai swallowed. “I know. I need to get him my idea as soon as possible.”

      Dru stood. She paced as much as she could in Jai’s cramped quarters, which was the equivalent of taking a step in one direction, turning, and then taking a step in the opposite direction. She would’ve walked into the passageway if the door wasn’t locked, but once the countdown timer had hit ninety hours, Bode required Jai to be unarmed and locked in his bunk. One armed crew member remained with him at all times. He was essentially a prisoner, only he wasn’t restrained like Torsha was, not that he could blame his captain. Jai would’ve done the same thing if their positions had been reversed.

      He hadn’t gotten much sleep—none, really. At least a Zona ship hadn’t given chase yet. Or, more likely, any ship following them was keeping far enough back to not show up on Diablo’s scans. Jai suspected as long as Torsha remained unharmed and transmitting her location, they’d continue to monitor her from a distance. No one was dumb enough to think Zona was letting them get away.

      Dru paused and turned back to him. “There’s got to be another way.”

      “If there was, I’d bet some of the techs on Freedom Rider would’ve figured it out, don’t you think?”

      Her lips formed a thin line. After a moment, she said, “Okay. What do we need to do?”

      Jai cracked his knuckles. “I need to pop a message off to Marco and then get cracking on building the mother of all viruses.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        32 hours, 31 minutes, 17 seconds to go.

      

      

      Jai’s fingers locked up for what felt like the millionth time that hour. He shook his hands.

      His door opened, and Wolt strode in carrying a test tube containing what looked like thick water that he’d sent to the manufactury for printing. He locked the door behind him. “You need a break?”

      “No.” Jai didn’t have the time to take a break. “Is that the latest code?”

      “Yeppers. Right off the manny. Ready to test it?”

      “Heck, yeah.”

      Wolt’s feet clomped on the floor as he walked to the small counter in Jai’s bunk, where the medical scanner had been moved to minimize the time Jai was left alone. Bode had to stay on the bridge as much as possible, keeping an eye out for Zona shadows while Wolt and Dru rotated shifts watching Jai and Torsha. No one slept longer than two-hour increments, and when one crew member slept, the other two worked constantly rotated to cover the gap. The crew was being run ragged and it showed. Wolt had deep, dark circles under his eyes and moved like a zombie, but he kept going. They all kept going.

      Wolt placed a droplet of Jai’s blood taken an hour earlier into the test tube, placed it in the scanner, and closed the cover. He initiated a scan and then crossed his fingers. Jai did the same.

      The latest batch of nanites Wolt had just printed used code Marco had sent several minutes earlier. It was a bare-bones program with only a single section, but that was all that would be needed if Marco’s theory worked out.

      Marco and Jai were coming at the cyclogenes from two different ways. Marco was developing a virus that would act like a cancer, destroying the cyclogenes in a brute force attack by wrapping around the nanites like a blanket of acid, while Jai was working on code that would sneak into the nanites and overwrite the command center of the cyclogenes with new, harmless code.

      Marco’s code would be far simpler but likely harder on Jai’s body, while Jai’s code was overly complex and more prone to errors. So far, neither had shown any promising results.

      Several seconds later, the scanner displayed the results. Wolt read the screen, grimaced, turned to Jai, and gave him a slow shake of the head.

      Jai’s heart sank. It’d been sinking so much over the past few days that he wondered if it was even possible to sink any lower. Evidently, it was possible. He swallowed, tightened his jaw, and turned back to his screen.

      He copied the scan data and messaged it to Marco. It would take Marco at least another six hours to respond. Jai glanced at his countdown timer. Thirty-two hours. Did Jai even have that much time left? He was starting to doubt it. Already, fog smothered the edges of his focus, creeping inward. He was feeling more and more isolated, but strangely, his head was feeling more and more crowded. Dio was skulking around like the grim reaper waiting to drag Jai off, but it was the others who surprised him. He could see Torsha in the frigid darkness, so far away from him that he could only make out her essence. There were others too, some he recognized, most he didn’t. Most he couldn’t even see in the thick black, but he knew they were there. Where Dio was cold and emotionless, all these others were filled with emotion: despair, mostly. None spoke. None could speak. Their lips were sealed shut as though duct tape had been placed over their mouths.

      They were prisoners too. The hurtful things Torsha said to him hadn’t come from Torsha—they’d come from Dio. She was as much a victim of Dio as Jai was. He had to find a way to stop the cyclogenes, as much for Torsha as for himself.

      He noticed then that the code he’d just written was disappearing from his screen. He glanced down and saw that he was holding down the Delete key. He yanked his hand away.

      He immediately began retyping the code. For the first time in too long, his heart felt somewhat lighter, buoyed by hope, because if Dio was trying to stop him, he was on the right track.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        9 hours, 46 minutes, 5 seconds to go.

      

      

      Jai was trying to kill Dru.

      Which was weird because they weren’t in the cargo hold, where the crew exercised and held sparring sessions. It was taking place in his small bunk. Dru had a bloody nose and had pulled out a knife. That was extra weird because they never used real weapons while sparring. He realized it had to be a dream then—one he was just ebbing between REM and consciousness, since he understood that this was real but yet he was still playing along with it.

      Dru feigned stabbing him, only to bring up her knee and clock him in the groin. He went down instantly. The pain was intense, as if Zeus just sent a bolt of lightning directly to Jai’s nut sack. As he curled over himself, he thought how odd it was to feel so much pain during a dream.

      That was because it wasn’t a dream.

      The pain burnt through his fugue, and he blinked his eyes back into focus. The agony was still there, but everything else that had felt like an illusion morphed into real shapes. Dru was standing over him, mouthing something, but he couldn’t make out the words.

      “…Jai!”

      He heard her then. He raised a splayed hand. “I hear ya.”

      “You’re Jai again?”

      He frowned and struggled to his feet. “What happened?”

      She didn’t try to assist. Instead, she took a step back, still holding her knife. “You laid down to take a power nap. Ten seconds later, you headed back to the computer. When you wouldn’t respond, I tried to get you away from the code. I think I barely stopped you from deleting everything.”

      He glanced at the screen. Everything, thankfully, still looked to be there. “Oh. Shit.”

      “Oh shit is right. Dio had a hold of you, didn’t it?”

      He gulped. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      He limped to his desk. It was a struggle because Dru had hit him like a bull. He tried to ignore the pain as he checked the code. Nothing was missing.

      He turned back to Dru. She wiped her bloody nose with her sleeve. “Sorry about that.”

      “It wasn’t you. I get it. But do it again, and I’m breaking your nose.”

      Tremors ran through his fingers. He glanced down at the countdown. No way did he have nine hours left.

      “Dio wants this code gone,” he said as he ran a compiler through it. Three errors appeared, all from fat-fingered typos. “That means it’s got to be good.” When he ran the compiler again, it came back clean. He uploaded the code into the nanite template in the manufactury. “I sent the code to the manny for printing the nanites. Want to grab it for me?”

      She frowned. “Are you sure it’s ready to be tested?”

      “Yeah. I have the bare-bones done. I just haven’t had a chance to do any other features. In the blink world, we’d call it a minimal viable product.”

      “I hope you’re going to get those features figured out. Right now, it doesn’t sound like something I’d want in my body.”

      “I’d rather have that than Dio,” he countered.

      After a moment, she gave a tight nod. “I’ll be right back. You…stay you. Okay?”

      “Okay. Hurry.”

      He turned back to his screen. He had a decent feeling about the code, but he didn’t have a great feeling. He’d intended to send it to Marco to review it, but with the communication delay, there wasn’t time. The code was efficient but ugly. It was designed to emulate his genes to draw in the cyclogenes. All it’d take was a single cyclogene nanite to enter one of Jai’s nanites for his secret sauce to be absorbed by the cyclogene. His code would then reprogram all cyclogenes via the Diablo’s wireless network, using the nanite he’d enslaved, to a baseline build he’d pulled from his archives. It was simple and—hopefully—effective.

      The ugly part was that he hadn’t had any time to do any work on the build. His plan was to code the build to auto-destruct one nanite at a time so he wouldn’t die from so many of his cells dying in his body at once. That code would take several hours, at a minimum. In the meantime, he had to hope that the new nanites—the ones he controlled—would take over the cyclogenes and then simply lay dormant until he could get good code written.

      His door opened, and Dru stepped inside, followed by Bode, who remained in the doorway.

      “How’re you doing?” Bode asked.

      “How do you think?” Jai winced at how he’d snapped back. “I’m hanging in there.”

      “I’ve got the new batch. Let me get a sample loaded into the scanner,” Dru said.

      “No. Put it in a syringe,” Jai said.

      She blanched. “You can’t be serious.”

      “There’s no time,” he pleaded. “I could’ve killed you.”

      She laughed. “You’re such a cutie. Jai, it’s going to take you a lot more years of training before you can take me.” She sobered too quickly. “But, Jai, you said it yourself, this version is incomplete.”

      “Any other code I write I can update and upload wirelessly to the nanites. The code that had to be imprinted directly in the nanites is complete.”

      “You sure about that?” she asked.

      He nodded, weakly at first, then with confidence. “I’m sure.”

      “Why don’t we test it on Torsha first?”

      Jai shook his head. He’d done enough to cause her pain. If he tested it on her and it killed her, he’d never forgive himself. “No. They’ll work better on me. I have fewer cyclogenes in my system.”

      Dru turned to Bode, who, after a length, gave her a small nod. She then placed the vial into a new syringe. She carried it over with both hands. “You better be friggin’ spot-on with this.”

      He rolled up his shirt.

      She took a deep breath and came closer with the needle.

      He held up a hand. “Wait.” He spun in his chair and messaged Marco, attaching the code. Then he turned back to her. “Okay, now I’m ready.”

      She nodded.

      He added in a rush, “If I don’t come back as me, promise me you’ll shoot me.”

      Dru’s voice cracked. “I can’t do that.”

      Bode stepped inside. “I will.” His voice was quiet.

      “Thanks.” Jai glanced at Dru.

      She injected the nanites into a vein on his arm. Finished, she stepped back.

      Bode and Dru watched Jai in silence for at least thirty seconds.

      Dru broke the silence first. “Well?”

      Jai shrugged. “I don’t feel anything yet.”

      “How long do you think it’ll take?”

      He shrugged again. “I have no idea.” His brow furrowed. “Wait. I think I feel something.”

      “What do you feel?” she asked.

      “A tickle, no, an itch. Like I got a bug bite on the inside.” He shivered and started scratching his arms and chest.

      Bode strode into his bunk. Concern tightened his features.

      The itchiness turned into a burn, which he could feel pouring through his veins like thin lava racing toward his head. His eyes went wide a split-second before the fire reached his brain. When it did, an explosion inside his head caused his vision to go white. The ringing in his ears was louder than anything he’d ever heard in his life. The darkness in his mind was slammed into by the white, burning tsunami. The figures who’d been lingering around the edges of his mind were washed away, and with them, he’d heard something he’d never thought possible.

      He heard a computer scream.

      The white continued to pour into every crevice of his brain. Once the dark was gone, it went after his memories, thoughts. As Jai was rewritten, he passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 9

          DISCIPLINE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kuiper belt

      

      

      Peyton walked into Ching Shih’s lower cargo bay. Like most sloops, the vessel had a belly made for carrying large loads. Only, there was no cargo to be found in her belly. Instead, Peyton was met with the raucous sounds of thirty-five gathered pirates and the heavy smell of sweaty bodies anticipating a show.

      Shore leave was complete and the repairs they could afford had been applied to Rat Troop’s growing fleet. They’d lost only one of their number to the hard living of pirates on leave and had gained six recruits. With recent success against Tsang, they’d gained some capacity to pick and choose amongst candidates.

      Everyone loves a winner, Peyton thought darkly to herself as the crowd parted in front of Alli, who led her into the throng of excited troopers. Behind, Zombie Bob followed, his head constantly swiveling as he searched for threats. Following Zombie Bob, Tran accompanied the former Tsang pirate queen, Zheng.

      For Peyton, the spectacle was a show of strength. She despised the task ahead of her and vowed to find a way to turn Rat Troop into an organization that respected honor and purpose over force. It was a simple fact that they were not to that point, however.

      Two steel posts had been bolted to the deck and chains welded to their sides. The criminal, Gardo, stood between two of Ole’s largest troopers. Peyton had required that he not be chained until she was present. She wouldn’t give those who were weak to their darker impulses an opportunity to exact their justice or more likely exercise insecurities.

      It was a small step toward realigning the twisted values of the pirates. Discipline, no matter how brutal, would be delivered in controlled measure. There would be no allowance for the exercise of petty grievance or sadistic pleasure. That some would take enjoyment from watching Bardo suffer was beyond hers to fix. A lesson had to be delivered. She was as close to a fair judge as any of her troopers would ever face.

      “Quiet them,” Peyton said, glad to see that Ole had drawn a circle past where the troopers were warned not to cross. She’d heard blaster fire before arrival and did not doubt that line had been tested.

      It took a moment for the pirates to settle, but they finally did.

      “Thank you,” Peyton said, her voice at a conversational level. If the troopers wanted to hear her, they’d need to remain quiet. Not everyone got it at first, but others took the task of policing the matter.

      Peyton waited until it was once again quiet and then began.

      “Rat Troop, as with every organization, has rules that must be abided by, or soon that organization will devolve into chaos. An argument can be made that no man or woman can truly live free if rules are imposed upon them. I agree with this argument.”

      Peyton waited for the conversation spurred by her comments to work through the crowd and finally abate.

      “An organization, a troop, only exists because its members agree to a set of rules or laws that benefit that troop. We have all set portions of our freedom aside to form something bigger than any individual is capable of creating. Each of you was allowed to hear these rules before joining Rat Troop. There was no coercion.”

      “But now we’re stuck,” a man called from the back.

      Ole started toward the noise, but Peyton stopped him.

      “I do not appreciate being interrupted and if it occurs a second time, I will delay this proceeding,” Peyton said. “Be it known, though, to join in the bounty of Rat Troop, your loyalty was promised. If you are incapable of standing by your word, you are a poor choice for Rat Troop.”

      Peyton could see that the man was ready to argue further, so she raised her hand to stop him. She couldn’t afford to look weak and was afraid he would push her to punish him publicly for his inability to recognize the danger he was in.

      “If any deems this man a friend,” Peyton said, “help him hold his tongue.” There was a scuffle and some arguing, but soon quiet was restored. “You should thank your friends. They have saved you pain today.”

      Peyton turned around and made eye contact with her troopers. She knew most of them by name and all of them by sight. They were a rough-looking group, but she knew they wanted what everyone in the system wanted. They wanted to live in a world that allowed them to thrive. It was something the current system with Zona and Setteri at the helm was anything but.

      “Gardo, today you stand before Rat Troop, accused of stealing from the captain’s horde upon the vessel Bordeaux. How do you plead?” Peyton asked.

      Gardo’s shirt had been stripped from his body and, like most of Rat Troop, his skin was covered by old scars, tattoos, and a few bruises. He was a strong man, with muscled shoulders and arms.

      “I looted the captain’s quarters,” he said, pushing his chest out and his shoulders back.

      “Do you plead that you were unaware this was forbidden?” Peyton asked.

      “No. I felt the risk was worth the bounty.”

      “Thank you for your honesty,” Peyton said. “Today, you have a choice in front of you. Captain Zheng, please step forward.”

      Zheng looked surprised at being mentioned but did as she was told. “Yes, Trooper?”

      “As the former captain of Ching Shih, what is the punishment for theft as a Tsang pirate?” Peyton asked.

      “A gang of brutes would have beaten Mr. Gardo, his jewelry removed most violently and provided to the offended. When he regained consciousness, a short supply of oxygen would have been provided to him in the airlock, where he would be left to die of asphyxiation. After this, his body would have been released to the stars. Theft is a most grievous transgression amongst pirates.”

      “Thank you, Zheng,” Peyton said.

      “Rat Troop, I propose to you that we are more than just pirates,” Peyton said. “I see within each of you the potential to rise above this destructive cycle of behavior. In short, I believe each of you holds the hope of redemption. Even on Mr. Gardo’s darkest day, I see this spark within him. Plainly spoken, he has admitted his transgression. It takes a man of honor and pride to speak truly of his actions when faced with punishment. Good for you, Mr. Gardo.

      “As proud as I am in this moment, I am also resolute in my requirement for justice,” Peyton said. “You have a choice, Mr. Gardo. You may surrender your jewelry and your colors. You will then receive three lashes, after which you will join the prisoners when they are offloaded to the station. Do you understand this option?”

      “I do.”

      “Your other option is to surrender all but one piece of your jewelry, receive six lashes, and rejoin Rat Troop, with your debt fully paid,” Peyton said. “What is your choice, Mr. Gardo?”

      “I will take six lashes and remain with Rat Troop,” he said.

      “Bind him,” Peyton said.

      “Make it good,” Ole whispered as he approached and handed her a heavily handled lash.

      “Quiet.”

      Gardo gave no resistance as he was stretched between the two posts. The moment seemed to become a fog as excitement filled the cargo bay. Peyton gripped the lash and positioned herself behind the man. Standing slightly to the side, she reduced the likelihood of striking his head. As she swung the lash, she felt, not for the first time, a sense of not being in the moment. It was as if someone else was operating her body. Having studied the psychology of combat trauma at Academy, she knew it was her mind’s way of protecting her psyche.

      And then it was done. Slowly, the noise returned to the cargo bay. She handed the lash to Ole and nodded at Gardo, who’d lost consciousness. “Give him whatever he needs for his wounds,” Peyton said.

      She felt Alli’s presence next to her as the crowd hooted and hollered with visceral pleasure at the blood sport. “Let’s get you out of here,” Alli said, holding her arm.

      “No. I will speak,” she said. “Get them quiet.”

      It took no small amount of effort to quiet the pirates. And make no mistake about it, they were more pirates than troopers at that moment. Finally, quiet filled the hold.

      “Reflect on this,” she said. “Mr. Gardo is every one of us. This was not a happy event. There should be no joy today. In the future, not a single word will be uttered when punishment is delivered. Perhaps it is too soon for you to recognize why this must be the case. I assure you that it is a lesson you will need to learn if you are to remain with Rat Troop.”

      Alli didn’t need to be told it was time to leave the cargo hold and led Peyton away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 10

          A BLANK SLATE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The inner belt

      

      

      The young man woke with a horrible headache. He cracked his eyes open, but they were so dry, everything was blurred.

      “Dru, Bode! He’s awake!” a large man yelled near his bedside, the shout not helping the headache.

      The large man squeezed the younger man’s shoulder. “Hey, Puck. You had us worried.”

      He blinked until the world around him became clear. His throat was dry, his tongue thick, but he found his voice. “Puck?” The word came out like a jagged stone.

      The man frowned. “Puck’s you, kid. Jai,” he said as he grabbed a glass of water. “Don’t you remember?”

      Jai. The name felt familiar. The word bounced around his mind while the other man helped him take a drink. The water was cool, cooler than his throat, and it melted the dryness.

      A woman arrived, who the large man wrapped an arm around. Behind her followed another man. She was pale like the large man, while the other newcomer had deeply dark skin. All looked at the patient with concern, like they cared about him. Were they friends? Family? He had a hunch he was far younger than them. Perhaps the paler couple was his parents.

      The dark-skinned man approached the bed. “How’re you doing, Jai?”

      He knew these people. He was sure of it. They were familiar to him. Glimpses, like screenshots, flashed in his mind. The dark-skinned man sat in a chair on a bridge. The woman was often dirty from working on the ship. The big guy ate a lot.

      Crew.

      They were his crew. That made them a family in a way. Names came next. Then he knew himself just like he knew them.

      “Bode,” he said on an exhalation.

      “Yeah, it’s me, Jai. You had us worried. How are you doing?”

      “I feel…fuzzy.”

      “Fuzzy?” Wolt asked.

      “Yeah. Kinda numb, but not really.”

      “Do you think Dio is in there with you? Making you numb?” Dru asked.

      Jai thought for a long time, then shook his head, which made his head pound, and he winced. “No, I don’t think so. Before I could kinda feel it. It was a like a cold bolt of electricity. Now, I don’t feel anything cold. Just…meh, I guess.”

      “Meh? That’s not much of a medical term,” Dru said.

      Bode clasped Jai’s shoulder. “Things are looking promising. We’ve been running blood samples through the scanner. The early samples still showed some cyclogenes, but the later samples have shown only your nanites. It looks like your nanites rewrote the cyclogenes into whatever you created, just like you planned. Same with the last body scan we ran. Your nanites are racing around your body doing who knows what, but we’re not picking up any cyclogenes.”

      “The nanites are moving?” Jai asked.

      “Here, I can show you.” Dru stepped over to the screen—it was then he finally realized he was lying on the medical cot—and ran a video image of the full body scan.

      The magnification was at least a hundred because the cellular-sized nanites were visible. Sure enough, the little critters were practically dancing through Jai’s body. And they weren’t showing up in just his blood. They were everywhere. Organs, muscle tissue, even his brain. That did not give him a comforting feeling.

      They weren’t supposed to be in all those places.

      “They’re supposed to be dormant after they rewrite. I hadn’t programmed in any actions into the build for them yet,” he said.

      Dru glanced at Bode, who spoke. “You weren’t waking up, Jai. With the nanites dormant, you were dormant. That’s the nearest we could figure, anyway. Marco Rocha worked on the code you sent him, and he sent us back a version less than an hour ago. As soon as we booted it up, those nanites started moving. Turns out, you sending Rocha that code saved your skin.”

      Jai considered the build and Marco and what the nanites were doing. Adrenaline gave him the strength to move. Still, he struggled to sit up. Every muscle felt like it’d been weighed down.

      Bode held Jai steady. “Careful. You were out for a long time. It could take a while to find your feet.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Five days,” Bode replied.

      Five days? He felt like he’d barely taken a nap.

      “You had us worried, Puck. We were starting to think we needed to find ourselves another net-jack for the crew.”

      “Wolt,” Dru admonished. “Don’t you need to get back and stand guard over our prisoner?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Wolt gave Jai a wink. “Good to have you back. Hopefully free and clear of Zona’s nasty computer bug.”

      After Wolt departed, Dru gave Jai a smile. “Wolt might talk tough, but he was the most nervous and worried out of all of us. He was checking on you every ten minutes, pacing up and down every corner of this ship. I knew you’d make it back. If anyone can hack an AI, it’s you. You’re the best net-jack I’ve seen.”

      “Marco’s better.” Jai tried to get to his feet. “I gotta see how he programmed the build.”

      “You don’t trust him,” Bode said.

      “No way.”

      “I don’t either.” Bode helped Jai to his feet and guided him to his bunk. “Dru, get medical cleaned up and then stay with Jai.”

      “On it,” Dru said.

      “I think the cyclogenes are out. I’m sure of it,” Jai said.

      “Better safe than sorry,” Bode said. “And I need to get back to the bridge soon. Zona’s been chasing us hard. They showed up within three hours of you injecting yourself with those nanites and have been on our tail ever since. I’ve been having to change trajectory every fifteen minutes just to stay a step ahead.”

      How they were being tracked suddenly caused Jai to remember someone very important. “Torsha.”

      “She’s still alive, though it was awfully tempting to drop her from an airlock when a Zona gunship showed up in our quadrant,” he said.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t.”

      “That’s Plan B.” Bode watched Jai carefully. “I think what you designed could be a game-changer. We need to know if what you designed works and what it’ll do to fully droned people like Torsha. We would’ve used the nanites you built for yourself, but Dru said you encoded them to your genes specifically.”

      “She’s right. The nanites would’ve either killed her or done nothing.” Jai considered Bode’s words. “You know, if my nanites work on Torsha, we can save a lot of people.”

      “Don’t put the engines in front of the ship, kid. First things first, take a look at the code that’s running those little nanites of yours and get to work printing nanites for Torsha. The sooner we can test them and fry Dio’s way to track us, the better. And then I plan to ask that girl a whole lot of questions about Dio and the Zona corporation.”

      That’s why Bode kept Torsha alive. She had the ultimate insider knowledge.

      Jai nodded. “I’ll get working on it right away.”

      “Good, because I don’t know how much longer I can keep zigzagging from Zona. I’ve managed so far because we’re using asteroids and debris to help hide our paths.”

      “We’re in the inner belt?”

      “Yeah, we have been for three days now, but we can’t go near Amor as long as we’ve got a Dio drone onboard and Zona on our tail.”

      It was only four steps to Jai’s desk, but he nearly stumbled and fell taking them. Once he collapsed into his chair, he gave Bode a thumbs up. “You can count on me, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      Nothing went easy, and Jai’s headaches didn’t help matters. Even worse, the nanites inside him gave him all the fun flu symptoms. Every muscle and joint ached, chills racked him all the time, and he needed the toilet every ten minutes for either puking or crapping.

      Needless to say, Jai wasn’t operating at prime efficiency.

      He’d only spent a few hours sifting through Marco’s code and didn’t like what he saw. His former CO had rewritten eighty percent of the baseline code Jai had created. Jai was still interpreting it, but from what he could tell, much of it was designed to instruct the nanites how to incorporate themselves into Jai’s biology to search for and absorb the cyclogenes. He understood why Marco had done it—Marco had even provided an explanation in the message accompanying the new build. Marco’s rationale was that the cyclogenes had already integrated themselves so much into Jai’s cells that to destroy them or cause them to go completely inert would, at minimum, drop Jai into a coma, and, at worst, kill him. Since Jai’s nanites—after they’d gone dormant to await instructions—had put him into a coma, Marco was probably right. But to make Jai forever dependent on the nanites in his body? Total dick move.

      Basically, Jai was an android without any cool android abilities. Hell, the nanites hadn’t even helped him stop puking yet.

      It was Marco’s smaller chunks of code that Jai wanted to talk to his old CO about. Pieces that didn’t make sense, like a feature that allowed the nanites to auto-upgrade as needed to preserve his health. “Auto-upgrade” was a gray term that gave Jai a whole bucketload of anxiety. All upgrades should’ve been done by him, through manual builds. Jai would’ve never trusted his own health to what a microscopic nanite thought best. Marco evidently thought differently, though it wasn’t like it was his own body he had to worry about.

      Jai would talk to Marco about these changes when they picked him up from Amor…which had to wait until Torsha was no longer broadcasting a tracking signal to their Zona chasers…which meant Jai still had a job to do.

      He stood weakly and spun to reach the toilet in time to heave. He didn’t have much to throw up since breakfast was four hours ago and he’d thrown up at leave five times since then. Fortunately, Dirty Diablo had toilets and sinks in each bunk. The fixtures came out from the wall with the press of a button. Since Jai had come back to his bunk, he’d left the toilet out even though it further cramped his tiny room. For being a spaceship, Dirty Diablo sure didn’t have much space.

      Once he could stand without the urge to vomit, he made his way from his bunk. Dru had been relieved of guard duty after a blood test verified no hints whatsoever of the original cyclogenes. Only his nanites remained, so unless Dio was really, really sneaky and was able to redesign its cyclogenes from a distance of millions of kilometers, Jai was in the clear.

      He could tell Dru was happy about that. She didn’t handle bodily fluids well, and well, there’d been a lot of bodily fluids lately.

      He dragged his feet through the passageway to the cargo hold where Wolt and Dru were playing a game of dice in front of Torsha, who seemed generally surprised to see him.

      Her lips parted. “I thought you were dead.”

      “You still look half-dead,” Wolt commented.

      “Thanks,” Jai said drily. “I feel half-dead. Nah, wait. More like two-thirds dead.”

      “Since you’re here, we’re taking a quick break. That’s if you can manage this one.” Dru nodded in Torsha’s direction.

      “Sure. I got it,” Jai replied.

      “Good. I need to stretch these legs. We’ll be back in ten,” Dru said.

      “Make it fifteen,” Wolt said with a wink, then he followed Dru into the passageway.

      Jai turned to Torsha. “Why’d you think I was dead?”

      “Because we couldn’t sense you anymore. You dropped out of the pipeline,” she replied.

      “You mean the Dio pipeline?”

      She nodded. “You can call it that. Sure. What’d you do? How did you drop out of the pipeline?”

      Jai’s brow furrowed. “You don’t know?”

      She shook her head.

      “I thought you said that Dio heard and saw everything you hear and see.”

      “It does, but that’s because Dio is fully incorporated into my brain. You hadn’t finished the leashing process yet when you dropped out, so Dio could only catch glimpses. You were working on code of some kind, something you planned to use against Dio. Right?”

      “I was working on code to keep me from getting hijacked by an AI. Basically, I hacked the cyclogenes,” he said.

      She seemed genuinely confused. “I don’t understand. Dio doesn’t understand. The cyclogenes were thoroughly tested. They couldn’t be hacked.”

      “You sure about that?”

      She hesitated before answering, “Dio’s sure.”

      “Well, Dio doesn’t know me very well then, does it?”

      “No, I suppose it doesn’t.”

      He lifted his chin somewhat. “I’m going to save you, Torsha. I promise. You saved my life once. I’m going to save yours.”

      Emotion flashed across her face before it became hard. Had it been a glimpse of hope? “There is nothing to save. I’m fully leashed to Dio. To unleash me is to kill me.”

      “We’ll see about that.”
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        * * *

      

      Developing nanites to counteract Torsha’s cyclogenes was both easier and harder than the nanites Jai created for himself. It was easier because he had a baseline to work from. It was harder because he was under a time-crunch. As soon as he’d told Torsha his intentions, Zona amped up their chase. Bode hadn’t been happy that Jai had talked. Several more blips had showed up on the ship’s scans. Bode had parked Dirty Diablo in the cave of an asteroid made entirely of heavy metals, blocking Torsha’s signal, but it also blocked the ship’s scans and communications as well. They were on borrowed time. Eventually, the Zona ships would pick up a signal. Even the barest glimpse of a signal would be all that was needed to find the Diablos.

      There were two additional things that made Torsha’s project harder. First, she’d told him herself: the cyclogenes had fully taken control of her body. There was no way he could use the same approach to take over the cyclogenes without having a build ready to launch immediately. But the build was the problem. It was what managed and directed the nanites in Jai’s body like an operating system ran a computer. That meant he was tethered to the ship’s network. If he moved out of reach to the build, his nanites would go offline. He hadn’t told the crew about that yet because he was working on fixing that problem.

      For the nanites to work on all of Dio’s drones, those like Torsha, the build had to be hard-coded within the nanites themselves. They couldn’t be tethered to a network. That would guarantee death. But to hard-code the nanites meant that everything needed to be written right the first time. No upgrades would be easily possible, not without designing an entirely new system capable of feeding upgrades to nanites.

      But rather than copying from Marco’s code, which was too cumbersome for single-cell nanites, he developed code that he’d planned to write for his own code but had run out of time for. It was simple, straight-forward code. Reprogram the nanites to repair the hijacked human cells to pre-cyclophase condition and then dissolve, allowing the body to flush itself of its toxins. Where Jai was still stuck with nanites in his system, his code would ensure no nanites remained after they completed their job.

      From examining the cyclogenes in both his and Torsha’s blood, the nanites were straight forward and not complex. They were built to essentially carry out signals sent by Dio and to return feedback in terms of sensory data and tracking IDs. Jai gave Dio credit—the AI was economic in its code, but it’d made a critical mistake. It’d assumed that its code couldn’t be hacked and therefore provided no ability to upgrade and modify cyclogenes. They could replicate and that was it. That meant Dio couldn’t upgrade the cyclogenes already inside people like Torsha to prevent Jai’s code from working.

      Jai was about to show Dio that any code could be hacked.

      It took him three days and one hundred and eighty-four tests using Torsha’s blood samples before he was confident. The nanites he’d injected himself with had been a desperate, untested experiment, and his body was hating him for it. He didn’t want Torsha to go through what he’d gone through.

      By the time he was ready to inject Torsha, he was feeling mostly like his old self again. He was weak and nauseous, but he hadn’t thrown up in nearly a day. His clothes hung loosely on his frame. Bode made sure he was drinking water every hour to rehydrate, despite his stomach feeling like an overstuffed water balloon.

      He grabbed the tube of nanites freshly printed by the manufactury, which was stored in the galley of all places. Where Jai’s nanites had been a clear liquid, this tube contained a bluish hue, likely from the supercharged electrolytes that Bode recommended be added to the cocktail. None of them were doctors but Bode had a good handle on first aid. They figured it couldn’t hurt the recipient and could help aid recovery.

      Because of Bode’s background, Jai stopped by the bridge after he grabbed the tube. There, Bode was at the panel, watching scans. He looked half-asleep and Jai wondered when was the last time Bode had slept for more than two hours at a time.

      “I’m going to inject her,” Jai said.

      Bode rubbed his eyes. “Hold on. I’ll come with you.” He tapped the intercom. “Dru, come on up here and cover the bridge.”

      Dru didn’t respond via the intercom. Instead, Jai heard footsteps, and he turned to see Dru emerge from the bunk she shared with Wolt. She wore no shoes and had on only a tank top and shorts—she wore the same clothes to sleep in as she did to work out in. By the looks of her hair, she’d been fast asleep.

      She yawned as she took the seat that Jai normally used. “Let me grab your screen. There, I got it up. Okay, I got the bridge.”

      Bode stood and headed with Jai to the back of the ship where Wolt remained with Torsha, stopping at the medical area to grab a syringe. Wolt was focused on his armlet, likely reading a book since that what he often did when he had downtime. When he looked up, Jai held out the tube. Wolt stood with glee. “Hallelujah. It’s about time.”

      “We don’t know if it’ll work yet,” Bode said.

      Torsha’s eyes widened as she took in the syringe. They seemed to glisten with light. “You’re going to inject me with what you injected yourself with.”

      “No. This is different, but it should accomplish the same thing. It should break Dio’s leash to you and kick it out of your system,” Jai said.

      The hope in her expression was unmistakable this time before it morphed into discomfort. She took a step back. “Don’t inject me. You’ll kill me.”

      “I’m going to save you.”

      “No.” She fought against her restraints. It took both Wolt and Bode to hold her in place, both careful to keep her wrists fully restrained. Jai brought the syringe to her arm. She wriggled too much, so he decided to use the large vein in her throat. Wolt clasped her head against his chest.

      “I’m sorry if this hurts,” Jai said and injected the nanites.

      “No.” Torsha fought harder.

      Jai jumped back with the syringe as soon as he’d fully injected the nanites. Bode and Wolt released her and stepped back to stay near Jai. Torsha jerked and convulsed, falling to the floor to where she writhed, crying and grunting in agony.

      Jai’s heart lurched in his chest. He hated seeing Torsha in pain. He’d hoped the nanites wouldn’t hurt her, but obviously they caused her a great deal of discomfort. After many—too many—long seconds, her body stilled, shaken by a convulsion now and then.

      He raced to her side and knelt. She wasn’t moving. He couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. “Torsha. Torsha!”

      Her eyes blinked open and focused on Jai. He read pure emotion in her features: joy. A tear slid from the corner of one. “I’m free.”
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        * * *

      

      Torsha cried again when her blood came back completely clear of nanites, but she didn’t truly believe it until Dru ran a full body scan to reveal no artificial pollutants in her blood and the injector in her hand showed as the only artificial implant. No GPS chips. She’d gotten sick for the first hour or so, but nothing to the severity or extent like what Jai had gone through.

      She’d been returned to the cargo hold and was still restrained—that was by her request. “It’s not fair that I’m free while everyone I injected isn’t. I condemned them to a living nightmare.” Her tears returned. Her eyes were haunted. Jai was thrilled that Torsha was alive and back, but she wasn’t back yet…at least not all the way.

      “You didn’t inject them by choice. It was Dio pulling your strings,” Jai said.

      “But it was my hands that did it.” She held out her palm. “Please tell me you can take this thing out of me.”

      “We might need a doctor, but we’ll get it out of you. I promise,” he said.

      Behind him stood Dru and Bode, who watched in silence. Wolt was covering the crew at the bridge, watching for any trouble.

      Torsha sniffled. “I did more than inject people. I killed three crew members. Three.” She held up three fingers. “Two med-techs who discovered something was wrong with me when they did entry scans, and a week later, a poor dock-tech who walked in on me talking with General Batteaux.” She clenched her eyes closed. “They were innocent.”

      “So were you,” Jai said.

      “No, Jai. I’m not.”

      “What did you tell General Batteaux?” Bode asked.

      “Just status updates on the mission,” she replied.

      “And what was your mission exactly?” the captain asked.

      “My mission was to do whatever Batteaux—through Dio—assigned me. Since I was the only one with a cyclogene injector onboard Freedom Rider, my primary mission was to inject the entire crew of Freedom Rider, beginning with the crucial roles, like the bridge crew and security teams. I was also to inject one crew member arriving on any transport in and out of the destroyer. That way, Zona could have spies at multiple locations.”

      “And how many crews did you compromise?” Bode asked.

      “Two. Both were Caliber supply ships. I remember the ships, so we can relay that information to New Freedom. I didn’t inject any more than that because somebody reached someone at New Freedom and told them to not have any ships engage Freedom Rider. The bridge crew I turned didn’t know who it was either. The captain tried to revoke the order, but it came from someone higher up, so someone, somewhere, managed to get the word to New Freedom. That caused General Batteaux to get an ulcer, because he was planning to use Freedom Rider to wipe New Freedom before they could react. But now, Freedom Rider can’t approach New Freedom without setting off any red flags. My guess is he’s still planning on sending it there, but I wasn’t privy to that mission.”

      Jai held up a hand. “Uh, what’s New Freedom?”

      “It’s the rebel stronghold. The heart of Caliber,” Bode said.

      “We can’t let Freedom Rider reach New Freedom,” Dru said. “There are more than soldiers there. Their families…”

      “I know,” Bode said. “One thing at a time. We can’t help them until we’re safe. At least Torsha couldn’t compromise more crews. Freedom Rider is a devastating hit to the rebel movement. It’s their only destroyer, but things could be worse. At least more crews aren’t compromised than that ship and two transports.”

      “Plus a research station,” Torsha added. “I went down with a resupply team. Since the team down there were all blinks, I was ordered to inject them all, but I could only get three of the four. But you don’t have to worry about them. Freedom Rider lost contact with the research station about a week later, and all three drones went offline before they were fully integrated with Dio. Scans show the station suffered an explosion. My guess was they were doing weapons research down there.”

      “Where was that research station?” Bode asked.

      “In the inner belt. In the Amor asteroid cluster if I remember right.”

      Jai glanced over at Bode, whose expression was unreadable. The man was an impressive poker player.

      “We’ll talk more later. Right now, I want to get us detached from this hunk of metal and see what comes looking,” Bode said.

      “I’ll help out on the bridge.” Jai then said to Torsha, “I’ll talk to you again soon. Hang in there.”

      “You’re not safe,” she said in a rush. “Everything I saw or heard after the cyclogenes took control was sent to Dio. That means Zona knows you found a cure. The entire Zona executive board is integrated with Dio, and they won’t want any risk to their competitive advantage. They’ll come at you with everything they’ve got.”

      “I’d say let ’em come,” Dru said from the back.

      Bode gave a small nod and walked to the bridge, with Jai right behind him. Wolt stood as they arrived. “How’s our little prisoner doing?”

      “Alive and Dio-free,” Jai said.

      “Good. Hopefully everyone stays that way,” Wolt said.

      “Find a place to strap in. We’re going to move, which means we’ll find out fast if we’re free and clear of Zona trackers or not,” Bode said.

      Wolt snapped a quick salute and exited the bridge.

      “You think what she said is true? That Zona’s going to come after us with everything they’ve got?” Jai asked as he took his seat and activated his panel to help scan for trouble.

      “Don’t know. Maybe. Probably. It fits the narrative. If that’s the case, one ship doesn’t stand a chance against a corporate army.”

      Jai gulped. That didn’t sound like much fun.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Dirty Diablo was clear of the metallic asteroid and moving slowly and erratically through the inner belt. While Zona ships showed up on scans, none were in pursuit. Currently running without a transponder, the Diablo wouldn’t appear on the other scans.

      Bode breathed a deep sigh of relief. “I think we’re in the clear. Sure, Zona could be playing with us. Letting us relax and then jump us, but they haven’t been that smart so far. I think we’re free of trackers finally.”

      Jai leaned back in his seat and relaxed for the first time in far too long. The Dio problem felt like it’d taken months when it’d only lasted a couple of weeks. “I’ll open the comm system back up.” He tapped several icons, and messages began to populate in the various inboxes.

      Jai first noticed a new message on his account from Peyton. He read the message. It was her usual style: short and straight to the point. A list of hull numbers and a request for Jai to verify that the Zona cargo haulers really were active transports and currently located between Mars and the inner belt. Since the message was already a day old, he hurriedly ran the numbers through the Zona database that he’d hacked back at the Academy and shot off a response.

      When he checked for other messages, one stood out. “Looks like you’ve got something from Marco. Do you think Torsha was talking about his research station in the Amor asteroids?”

      “Yeah, I do, which makes me curious as to how Marco is still alive. I’m looking forward to getting his side of that story when we meet him. You’d better print more of those nanites you used on Torsha just in case.”

      “I take it Amor is our next stop,” Jai said.

      Bode nodded. “We’re heading to Amor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 11

          CHICKENS AND MEALWORMS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kuiper belt

      

      

      Three fat, shiny metallic ships flipped one hundred eighty degrees as they reached an arbitrary point in space. They sailed in a perfect line and when they’d all completed the maneuver, they’d waited patiently for weeks to complete. And all at once, the telltale puff of photonic exhaust marked the perfect synchronization of engine ignition for all three, the timing so precise that not even a meter of separation was either gained or lost between them.

      Peyton froze the images on the screen, which was centered above the long table. When not in use the display was retracted into the tabletop, although such was not required given its ordinary transparent surface.

      In addition to her lieutenants, Alli, Tran, and Ole, Peyton had invited Zheng, Carlot, and Pack to join them, even though the last two were probationary Troopers and Zheng’s status was still undetermined.

      “Anyone could have taken that video. It could be anywhere in the system,” Carlot said impulsively.

      “Have you scanned the video time and location code for tampering?” Pack asked.

      “You know that’s not reliable,” Carlot said.

      “I think we all agree that’s a concern,” Peyton said. “We’ll use a lot of fuel we can’t afford if this is a wild goose chase. What else?”

      “They’re standard Zona military cargo haulers,” Tran said. “I’ve run their hull numbers against a Zona database I picked up on Calmac Harbor. Those crates have some history in making runs between Mars and the inner belt. Nothing past that, but they’ve only been in operation for a couple of years. It’s not inconceivable they’d get reassigned out this direction.”

      “Feels sketchy,” Carlot said.

      “Are we free to talk here?” Ole asked.

      “You know I encourage open dialog at the table, Ole. Say what you need,” Peyton said.

      “I can kind of understand Zheng. She’s like your wicked witch step mentor or something like that. But two complete plebs? I thought you were ready to space Carlot a week ago, and now she’s sitting at the table?”

      “Okay,” Peyton said. “Anyone else?”

      Tran held his hands up in a placating move. “It’s weird, Trooper. I don’t think either Ole or I feel like it’s not your call though.”

      Peyton struggled to tamp down the bile that immediately rose in her throat. And if Alli hadn’t stepped in, she might have told her two lieutenants exactly what she thought of their questions.

      “Subject matter experts,” Alli said plainly. “Carlot and Pack have experience with resupply convoys. They’re Academy.”

      “What about Zheng, then?” Ole pushed.

      “Check your ego, Mr. Ole,” Peyton said, having composed herself. “Former Captain Zheng has planned more boarding actions than we have troopers. If we fail, she’s likely to die or be placed in a Zona prison right next to you, Mr. Ole. I believe her motivations to be as pure as Trooper Pack’s and Trooper Carlot’s, since they will both be in the first squad through the door.”

      “We will?” Carlot asked, her voice pinching so that it came out as a squeak.

      “You have a mouth on you, Trooper Carlot,” Peyton said. “I need to figure out if you’ve earned that mouth or if you’re just all talk. Yes. You’re more likely to die as part of the first squad through the door. But you earn a double share if there’s combat. More importantly, you’ll be just as motivated as everyone at this table for this mission to succeed. I know firsthand the quality of candidates elevated to Zona officer training. This will be right in your wheelhouse.”

      Carlot sat back in her chair and looked at the floor. She started to talk and then stopped herself.

      “Say what you need to,” Peyton said.

      “Just keep it civil,” Alli added.

      “You aren’t training enough,” Carlot finally said. “When you came through the doors on Bordeaux, you were like a bunch of chickens looking for mealworms. People were falling over each other looking for loot. It was extremely unprofessional. Even when you entered the brig, it was all grab-ass for bullion. Like we had anything in there.”

      Peyton chuckled despite the ire spilling out of Tran, who’d led the assault on Bordeaux. “Lieutenant Tran, would you like to comment?”

      “That’s a bunch of crap,” he said. “We took the ship and then we looted. Could we have been more orderly? Sure. But it’s easy to critique an action after the fact.”

      “So no grab-ass for bullion, then?” Alli asked.

      “Don’t you start too,” Tran growled.

      “Let’s take five,” Peyton said, standing up and exiting the room. She’d sent a comm to her brother Jai asking about the validity of her intelligence. He’d failed to answer, but a silent alarm on her armlet had indicated the presence of a new message.

      Peyton—Word is, you’re some sort of new pirate queen. I heard you’d even taken out one of Tsang’s top captains. Is that right? Way to go. I always knew you were legit! And what do you want with a bunch of stinky old supply tubs? I ran some checks. Those hull numbers are good. Don’t ask how I know. Also, the timecode for their passage checks out. Be careful, though. Some weird things are happening. Treat everything like a trap. Hope I get to see you soon. —Jai

      Peyton leaned against the doorframe to her quarters. Jai had included a few more technical details, and she scanned the information as she basked in the moment. Just a small contact from her twin brother grounded her in a way no one else could, that he thought she was kicking ass and looked forward to being around her. She mentally chastised herself for allowing the sentimental feelings. When had anyone ever been on her side just because? She reread the message.

      “You never look like that,” Zombie Bob said, startling her.

      “Like what?” she asked, confused by the statement as much as his unexpected communication.

      Zombie Bob shrugged. “Happy, I guess. I’m glad there’s someone out there who can do that for you.”

      “Thanks, Zombie Bob,” Peyton said, opening her quarters and beelining for the small refrigerator. “Need a tea or something?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “And thus ends the speaking portion of Zombie Bob’s day,” Alli said, leaning against the doorframe. “Who was the message from?”

      “You’re a horrible, lousy snoop,” Peyton said.

      “Truth. Out with it.”

      “Independent confirmation on the hulls and timestamps,” Peyton said. “Is Tran still steaming from Carlot?”

      “They were talking when I walked out. I didn’t hear any more shouting. If I hadn’t heard Zombie Bob waxing eloquently, I’d have stuck around and gotten the scoop. Ole’s got my back though,” she said.

      “And you’ll tell him about my conversation with Zombie Bob,” Peyton said.

      “One day, kid, you’ll be a real contender,” Alli said in a funny voice. “Beauty and brains in one package.”

      Peyton walked back into the conference room and saw that Tran, Pack, and Carlot were huddled in the corner, talking quietly. If not for Alli’s revelation, Peyton would have been beyond surprised. She observed for a moment and discovered that Pack wasn’t adding much, that the conversation was primarily between Carlot and Tran.

      “Let’s get started back up,” Peyton said, setting a pouch of water in front of Zheng, who had not moved during the break.

      “Trooper, I’d like to say something,” Tran said, leaning on the table instead of sitting down.

      “You know the rules, Mr. Tran, keep it civil. Otherwise, everything is on the table,” Peyton said.

      “Lieutenant Carlot wasn’t wrong in her assessment of our breach on Bordeaux,” he said. “I want her and Pack transferred to Bordeaux with my breach team.”

      “That takes a confident person to admit error,” Peyton said. “I’m not sure with Ms. Carlot’s attitude how you got there so quickly.”

      “It was Pack,” Tran said. “He walked me through a few things. Basic Academy stuff. Carlot was right, but I needed details. Pack had those. I need to make some changes to the boarding plan, but we’ll get that worked out. I still want our first through the door to get a bonus, but it can’t be their priority.”

      “Ole, Alli, are you okay with the transfer?” Peyton asked. “I was going to put them on boarding crew as it was.”

      “No, that works for me,” Ole said.

      “I just received word from a trusted source. The hull numbers provided by our information broker match up with the time codes of three vessels leaving Mars en route to a spaceborne Zona base halfway between the inner belt and Kuiper. The location of this base is top secret, but it’s been around long enough that it’s not a very good secret,” Peyton said.

      “Who’s your source?” Tran asked.

      Peyton tapped the video screen and brought the ships back into view. Zooming out, she tapped twice on a location in space that should have been uninhabited. A wireframe outline of a large base appeared with only a few panels showing any real details.

      “We want to avoid this base at all costs,” Peyton continued. “While not heavily manned, the automated defenses are robust. Assuming the convoy continues its current, predictable deceleration, we’ll intercept it here, four-hundred thousand kilometers from Zona’s base.

      “I’ve worked out the acceleration vectors. This location minimizes fuel usage. The disadvantage is that we’ll need to be quick about our business. Upon detection, Zona will launch autonomous ship killers. Essentially, they’re AI-guided missiles with extended range.

      “I chose the location because it’s at the edge of the known range of these weapons. We will have approximately ninety minutes to board and transfer priority cargo. At the ninety-minute mark, we will leave. With the capabilities of Ching Shih and Bordeaux, we will have sufficient acceleration to escape the retaliatory strikes.”

      “Why not hit them further out? We’d take fewer risks,” Tran said.

      “We need to see what kind of response Zona will send,” Peyton said. “The ship killers are very expensive, likely more so than the cargo carried in such a small convoy. There is much to be learned by how your enemy responds to an attack.”

      “Now Zona’s our enemy?” Carlot asked.

      “They will be after today,” Tran answered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 12

          DIO 2.0

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amor asteroid cluster, in the inner belt

      

      

      Jai verified for the tenth time that the build he’d downloaded to his armlet was running with no errors. Otherwise, when he left the ship, he’d lose connectivity to his code and his nanites would go inert. But with the build running on his armlet, well, then he only needed to wear his armlet wherever he went, and he wore that all the time anyway because he was a net-jack and net-jacks were obsessed with tech.

      He’d done the code right for Torsha. He intended to update his nanites in a similar way—to make the external code obsolete—but he needed time…and he needed to find out exactly what Marco Rocha had coded into the build.

      He pushed back from his desk, took two steps, stumbled, and grabbed the edge of his bed for support. That was odd. Jai wasn’t the most athletic of the crew (okay, to admit, he was the least athletic of the crew), but he didn’t often trip over his own feet. It was then he noticed that his toes were numb.

      A person doesn’t think about toes very often. You notice them if they’re tingling or if you stub one. Otherwise, they’re just kind of there. Jai’s toes didn’t hurt or tingle. He couldn’t feel anything at all in them. He took a seat on his bed and pulled off his boots. He wiggled his toes—at least he tried to wiggle them, but they didn’t seem to obey. He pinched the big toe on his right foot. He could sort of feel it, and he could move it with his fingers just fine, so it was odd that his toes didn’t seem to want to do anything on their own.

      “Ready to head out?” Bode said as he stopped by Jai’s open door. He frowned. “Everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine,” Jai replied quickly as he yanked on his boots. He’d run the med scanner over his feet later. It was probably nothing—just another side effect like the headaches…at least those were getting better.

      Jai caught up to Bode at the cargo hold where Dru was watching over Torsha, still restrained in the corner of the hold.

      Dru gave them both a hard-boiled look. “I still don’t like the look of this place. I think we should just leave it be.”

      The Amor asteroid that Marco provided coordinates for had suffered what looked like a catastrophic station explosion. Marco had provided codes for a secondary entrance, one on the other side of the asteroid, that hadn’t been destroyed. But it’d clearly been damaged.

      “We need the job,” Bode said.

      “Fine. But you’d better keep your comms on and keep us updated. Wolt and I’ll be ready to shoot out to you if you need us,” she said.

      Bode shook his head. “No. Anything in there, Jai and I can handle. I need you two on the ship watching for trouble and keeping an eye on our guest here.”

      Jai glanced at Torsha, who gave a ghost of a smile. He imagined the smile he returned was a lot like that.

      Torsha then drew a deep breath and turned to Dru. “I was a mech ops specialist. For Caliber and Zona before that. Put me to work. I want to help.”

      Dru glanced at Bode, who gave a nearly imperceptible shake of his head.

      “I’ve got things covered right now,” Dru said. “Maybe later.”

      Torsha gave a single tight nod. “You don’t trust me yet.”

      “Hell no, we don’t trust you,” Wolt blurted. “You hurt one of our crew. There’s no forgiving that sort of thing.”

      “Wolt,” Jai scolded. “I’m okay now. It wasn’t Torsha’s fault.”

      Wolt’s expression seemed to disagree.

      “I know,” Torsha said quietly. “I wouldn’t forgive me either.” She turned and headed back to the cargo hold where she bunked.

      Jai watched her leave before following Bode into the airlock. Even though the crew was fairly confident Torsha was no longer connected to Zona via Dio, none of them trusted her and a small, shameful part of Jai agreed with them.

      The outer airlock opened into a damaged airbridge. Bode sniffed the air and examined the dents in the tube. “Grab the masks.”

      Jai opened a small cabinet in the airlock and pulled out two air masks, handing one to Bode and placing the other over his face.

      “You sure it’s safe with just these? We could grab our suits,” Jai offered.

      “It’s safe enough. If we notice the atmo turning bad, we’ll head back.”

      The airbridge opened to a tunnel that had been carved out of the asteroid so recently that the grime from years of humanity passing through it hadn’t taken the shine off the stone. It was a narrow passageway, which made Jai think that the dock in which Dirty Diablo sat was an emergency dock for the station. From the burnt wreckage on the other side of the asteroid—the side turned toward the sun—a large dock with space for a dozen ships or a good-sized transport was still recognizable, though completely unusable. Someone, someday, would likely take over the station and rebuilt it. Either pirates or colonists wanting a place away from corporate oversight. Until then, it would remain a scorched corpse of rock.

      From the outside, Jai wondered how Marco had survived the explosion. The station appeared to be obliterated, but the tunnel proved otherwise. At least some small part survived. Still, the air in the tunnel was well below freezing and Jai’s breath came out of his mask in little puffy clouds. The cold seeped through Jai’s clothes, even though he was wearing his heaviest jacket.

      They walked briskly toward the room number Marco had given them before landing. It was farther than Jai expected, but then again, human environments were built deep within asteroids to minimize risk of damage from asteroid strikes.

      Room 6CV was easy to find. It was the only door down that entire tunnel with the panel on and lit up. Bode pressed the panel and spoke, “Marco, it’s Bode Riggs and Jai Riggs.”

      Several seconds passed before the door opened. Marco Rocha stood on the other side, holding a large box in his hands and a bag slung over his shoulder. Jai’s former CO looked wretched. He’d lost at least twenty pounds since Jai had last seen him less than a year earlier. He now had an unkempt beard, filthy clothes, and he looked like he hadn’t bathed in a month. Jai was thankful for his breathing mask, which filtered out much of the odor.

      “I’m ready,” Marco said. “We need to move. I expect Zona to investigate this station at some point to verify that everything was destroyed in the explosion.”

      “Is there anyone else still alive here?” Bode asked.

      Marco shook his head. “Just me.”

      When Marco took a step, Bode nodded to Jai, who pulled out a medical scanner.

      “I need to make sure you don’t have cyclogenes,” Jai said.

      Marco stood in place while he was scanned. “I’m glad to see you’re still alive. I look forward to talking about how you devised the anti-cyclogene treatment.”

      “Antinuclei.” Jai shrugged. “That’s what I call them. Because they attack and rewrite the nuclei of the cyclogenes.”

      “Antinuclei,” Marco echoed. “Having a cure for cyclogenes can save Caliber, maybe even this entire system.”

      Jai tucked the scanner in his pocket. “You’re clear. Want me to carry that?” Jai nodded at the crate.

      “No. I have it,” Marco replied too quickly and bluntly.

      Bode and Jai shared a look.

      “Okay then. Let’s get on our way.” Bode led the way. As they walked, he commented, “I have to say, I’m a bit surprised to see you alive after seeing the state of this station. Looks like it took a direct photon hit from a destroyer.”

      “No. I programmed the station’s reactors to blow,” Marco said.

      Jai’s jaw slackened. “You blew up the station?”

      “I had to. My team was compromised by Dio, so they could see everything happening. I had to make it look like we were all killed and our work was destroyed.”

      “What was your work that you were doing here?” Jai asked.

      “I’ll tell you about it as soon as we’re clear of this catacomb.”

      After they passed through the long tunnel and then the airbridge, Bode turned and held up a hand, preventing Marco from entering the ship’s airlock.

      “You can give us the details later, but you’re not coming on board until I know exactly what’s inside that crate you’re holding onto like it’s your lifeline.”

      Marco drew in a breath before answering, “It’s Dio 2.0.”
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        * * *

      

      Jai thought it was awfully odd how cavalier Bode was about allowing a clone of Zona’s Dio to be brought on board Dirty Diablo.

      As the trio entered the ship, Bode motioned to the crate. “Jai, stow the crate in my bunk for now. I don’t want it in the cargo hold with our guest.”

      “I will keep it with me,” Marco offered.

      Bode replied, “We don’t have a bunk for you. We’ll get something worked out right quick. Until then, I don’t want that crate being knocked around when we launch.”

      Marco reluctantly relinquished the crate to Jai. “Be careful with that. It’s quite fragile.”

      “I will be.” Jai hadn’t taken three steps before he tripped, catching himself—and the crate—before falling face-first on the floor.

      Marco began, “I said—”

      “Heard you the first time,” Jai interrupted and hustled to Bode’s bunk. He didn’t know why he was so clumsy lately—probably because of his headaches and lack of sleep from working on the nanites for Torsha. He needed to take a long nap, which he decided would be first on the agenda after they launched.

      Except he never got the chance.

      As soon as Dirty Diablo launched from the Amor station’s dock, Bode called the crew together to debrief Marco. No one remained to stand guard over Torsha since she wasn’t deemed a serious risk now—she was still weak and groggy from the antinuclei injection.

      “Once Freedom Rider’s bridge crew was compromised, Amor’s location was compromised. Outside of the team stationed there, only two people knew the location and had the entry codes for Amor Station: Freedom Rider’s captain and General Caelum who’s back on New Freedom, and I know Caelum’s not compromised. She hasn’t left New Freedom in over a year,” Marco said.

      “I’ve heard of Caelum,” Bode asked. “General of Caliber’s forces, right?”

      Marco gave a single tilt of his head. “Unfortunately, I didn’t figure out that Freedom Rider had been compromised until too long after their supply team delivered materials.”

      “What happened?” Bode asked.

      “One of the supply team infected my team with cyclogenes while my people were helping them unload. Andes Pascal,” Marco nodded in Jai’s direction, “your partner in Cyber Ops figured it out first. He remembered getting scratched by a member of the supply team when he was taking a box of food from her.”

      Jai winced, thinking of his friend being turned into a Dio drone. “Torsha,” he said quietly.

      Marco frowned. “Yes. Torsha Billings. Andes identified her from the Bold Umbra crew back when you two worked together. How’d you know?”

      “We have Torsha restrained in the cargo hold,” Bode said.

      Marco jumped to his feet. He didn’t notice that both Wolt and Dru had drawn their guns. “You need to dump her. She’s not safe. The cyclogenes allows Dio—Zona’s AI computer—to track her.”

      Bode held up a hand. “Relax. We’ve already injected Jai’s new nanites into her. We’ve verified—the cyclogenes are out of her system. And we’ve seen no signs of Zona being able to track us since she got the antinuclei treatment.” When Marco opened his mouth to speak, Bode added, “We’re keeping her restrained in the hold for now, just to play it safe.”

      Marco settled slowly back into his seat.

      Jai swallowed as he considered his friend. “Is Andes…”

      “Dead, I’m sorry to say,” Marco replied. “Andes, Squib, Pollock, Lonny, and Tara. My entire team.”

      Jai recognized two of the names. Squib had also worked in Cyber Operations onboard Bold Umbra. They’d reported to Marco at the time, not knowing that he was a Caliber spy. How Andes and Squib came to work for Marco, Jai didn’t know, but he did know that Caliber had a knack for identifying and bringing in talent. After all, they’d snagged Jai before he’d even graduated from the Academy.

      “What happened to them?” Jai asked.

      “I killed them,” Marco said. “I had to. At minimum Andes and Lonny were infected, but I had no way to scan them to verify who was or wasn’t infected. So I shot them all and staged the station’s reactors to blow. It was the only way to make Zona believe that the station was gone, along with the work we were doing there.”

      Jai blanched and inhaled deeply. Marco had killed Andes and the others in cold blood. “You could’ve locked them up in a room where they couldn’t see or hear you.”

      “That wouldn’t have done any good. If Zona knew their drones had been compromised, they would’ve bombed the station themselves to kill me and destroy my work.”

      “That work being Dio 2.0,” Bode said.

      Marco looked directly at Bode. “Yes. Dio 2.0.”

      Wolt threw up his hands, having had reholstered his pistol. “What kind of dinkin’ dipfer would come up with the idea to create a second Dio, as if one evil AI wasn’t enough?”

      “Simple. Because we need AI to fight an AI,” Marco said. “That’s what Project Equilibrium was all about. Equilibrium: it’s a state of balance between two opposing forces. The problem with Zona having Dio is that it gives them the upper hand in all their dealings, from negotiating with other corporations, to the Setteri war, and most certainly against Caliber.”

      “That’s one view,” Bode said. “Another view is that creating a second AI will double the trouble we have.”

      Bode gave a single nod to Wolt, who grabbed Marco’s arms, and Dru pulled her gun, leveling it at the Caliber officer. Bode stood.

      “What are you doing?” Marco commanded while Wolt restrained him.

      “The only thing that makes any kind of sense,” Bode said as he left the room.

      Jai followed his captain. “So what are you doing?”

      Bode didn’t answer. Instead, he entered his bunk, opened a cabinet, pulled out a small device, activated a one-minute timer, and stuck it to the crate.

      “That’s an explosive,” Jai said.

      “That it is.” Bode grabbed the crate and carried it to the airlock, set it on the floor, and closed the inner lock. Jai watched as the outer lock opened and the crate was sucked out into the black vacuum.

      The pair stood at the small airlock window, watching the crate tumble out from the ship. Several seconds later, it exploded into a fireball of shrapnel, the flames quickly doused by the lack of atmosphere. Bits of metal glistened in the sunlight as it shot outward.

      “Well, that did the trick,” Jai said, his jaw slack.

      Bode spun on his heel. “One down, one to go.”
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        * * *

      

      “You just did Zona’s job for them,” Marco said. “That was Caliber’s only chance at bringing down Zona’s Dio.”

      He was still restrained in the galley, with Wolt and Dru both standing guard.

      “If Caliber needed to act like Zona in order to bring it down, then Caliber isn’t any better than the corporations,” Bode said.

      “We’re not like Zona,” Marco said.

      “You’re welcome,” Dru said.

      Marco frowned. “What?”

      “You’re welcome, for us getting rid of your little Dio monster so you don’t become another Zona,” she said.

      Marco shook his head, like he was trying to clear it. “You don’t understand. We don’t have the time to do anything else. Zona’s kicking Setteri’s ass in this war. After Setteri, the next largest corporation is Meherata, which is barely a tenth of Setteri’s size. This entire system will be under one corporation by year-end, and then Zona can do whatever they damn well please.”

      “They already do that,” Jai said.

      “No. There’s still a semblance of checks and controls,” Marco said.

      “No. There’s an illusion of checks and controls, but Zona still gets by treating everyone like cogs in their giant, soul-sucking machine,” Jai corrected him. “Now, Dio 2.0 is obliterated, so can we move on and get my antinuclei formula sent off to New Freedom?”

      Marco’s expression relaxed ever so slightly. “Now, that is some good we can deliver.”
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        * * *

      

      “…Six kilo two juliet hotel. That’s the last of it,” Marco said.

      Jai entered the final access codes to New Freedom’s secure communication channel. Sure, he could’ve let Marco use his computer, but it was Jai’s computer, and net-jacks generally disliked grimy fingers (other than their own) on their panels. Jai had already prepped a comm package that contained the formula and instructions for printing and delivering the antinuclei, along with calibration data for medical scanners, notes on symptoms, recovery time, and what not.

      “Want me to include anything else?”

      “No. That’s good.”

      Jai sent the message. He massaged his temples.

      “Headache?”

      Jai nodded. “Side effect of whooping the cyclogenes’ collective ass.”

      “Well, from what I’ve seen, those cyclogenes operate like a terribly nasty virus. It may take some time for your body to recover. Fortunately, you can modify your nanites as needed through the build.”

      “Yeah, about that…” Jai turned around fully in his chair to face Marco. “You need to walk me through all that code you did.”

      Marco’s brows rose. “You’re a talented net-jack and possibly the best blink I’ve ever had the pleasure to have on my team. I think you can figure it out for yourself.”

      “From what I can tell, you coded the build to program auto-upgrades based on whatever data the nanites report in.”

      “Yes. It’s a model of continuous improvement. The nanites can improve far more efficiently on their own data than through manual updates.”

      “You’re assuming the nanite data isn’t flawed. I don’t know if you noticed, but I was in a bit of a hurry when I developed those little guys.”

      Marco chuckled. “As I just told you, you’re talented. You did it right. I’m sure of it.”

      Jai wasn’t so sure. “Okay then, how about the other code?”

      “What other code?”

      Jai spun in his chair, opened the source code to the build, and pointed to a section of it. “This. The stuff that looks like a set of antivirus parameters.”

      Marco bent over and examined it. “Ah yes. That’s exactly what it is.”

      Jai gestured with his hands. “I’m human. I don’t need an antivirus program running on my nanites.”

      “You sure about that? What if Dio—or a system like Dio—attempts to hijack your nanites? Remember, you essentially have millions of tiny computers coursing through you. Any computer is vulnerable. I built in some minimal safeguards. You should build in much more thorough protections for your nanites—I mean, antinuclei.”

      “Mine are just nanites. The antinuclei are the fancy self-contained nanites I created for Torsha and everyone else. They don’t require an external system to run them.”

      “Very practical…and a very scientific sounding name.”

      “I was aiming for snazzy and cool.” Jai shook his head then. “I don’t need protections. I’m going to flush my nanites out of my system as soon as I update the code in the build.”

      “I wouldn’t try that if I were you,” Marco said.

      “Why not?”

      Marco pointed at Jai’s screen. “Scroll up.” Jai did until Marco said, “There. See that section there?”

      “Yeah, I see it. It’s the one where you had the nanites search and destroy the cyclogenes.”

      “That’s an oversimplification, but yes. I believe it’s actually my finest code I’ve ever written. Those nanites—those brilliant nanites—restructured themselves to absorb the cyclogenes, but the problem with cyclogenes is that they are a cancer; they destroyed your biological cells when they worked at taking over your brain’s ability to act and respond. You would’ve died if your nanites simply destroyed those cyclogenes.”

      “I know that,” Jai said defensively.

      “I know you know that. What this code here does, what it really does, is have the nanites restructure themselves as needed into new brain cells. Your old brain cells that were being destroyed by the cyclogenes have been replaced by new cells.”

      “Artificial cells,” Jai clarified. “But I want them to inspire the growth of new cells so I can be back to normal again.”

      Marco examined the code at a length. “I don’t think that’s possible. I never programmed them to stop replacing your brain cells. Depending on their replication rate, your brain could be significantly replaced by now. No wonder you’ve been having headaches.”

      Jai had thought he’d understood the code when he’d read it, but he didn’t want to believe it. Hearing the words made his blood freeze and boil simultaneously. “Seriously? You programmed nanites to turn me into some kind of cyborg, and you act like it’s no big deal? What’s wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with me? I saved your life, and you’re mad at me? What’s wrong with you?”

      “You didn’t save my life. Those nanites will erase me, my memories, everything.”

      “No, they won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because you would’ve noticed already. They are programmed to fully mimic your current cells, only straying to align with whatever necessary parameters for their continued functioning. You’re having headaches, but you otherwise seem fine. You have your mind. The nanites are working.”

      Jai was about to go off on Marco when his computer beeped. He grunted when he read the message. “Your access code is wrong. The message was rejected by New Freedom’s servers.”

      Marco bent over Jai’s shoulder and read the string of numbers, letters, and symbols. “No, I gave you the right code.”

      “Then they’ve changed it.”

      Marco frowned. “But I’m on the notification list. If they changed it, I would’ve received the new code via my armlet.”

      Jai shrugged. “Yeah, but they could’ve taken you off the list. Don’t they think you’re dead?”

      “Caelum knows I’m alive.” His frown deepened. “New Freedom must already be compromised.” He sighed. “That means we’ll need to deliver the antinuclei to New Freedom ourselves.”

      “But if it’s already compromised—”

      “Then the sooner we get there, the better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 13

          UNCONVENTIONAL RECRUITING

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kuiper belt

      

      

      “Talk to me, Naki,” Peyton said.

      Ching Shih and Bordeaux had been sailing in the dark for over six hours, with only life support systems and passive optical sensors active. Ching Shih’s bridge crew’s faces were lit only with the dim green glow reflecting from their displays, and it gave Naki’s grin an otherworldly feel.

      “I think I see them,” she said quietly, not because she was worried she’d be overheard by the Zona supply ships, but more because the bridge was already deathly still.

      Peyton walked over to Naki’s station and leaned over next to him. She stabbed the monitor in front of him. For most people, the tiny, jiggly dot in a field of near-black could have represented just about anything. To someone searching the massive haystack of space, it could only be the pin they were looking for.

      “Observe that and give me a sixty-second estimate of heading,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, aye,” Naki answered, typing away madly at her keyboard.

      Referring to her armlet, Peyton punched in a size parameter stolen from Naki’s display. While the math was nearly impossible to mentally calculate, it wasn’t much for a modern computer. Considering their current heading, relative speed, and location, she verified that Naki’s mysterious object was in the right location, at least within a generous margin of error.

      “Tenor, tight beam Bordeaux and give them Naki’s data,” Peyton said.

      Ordinarily, Naki handled both navigation and communication while Tenor piloted, but with Naki occupied, the temporary reassignment was in order.

      “Copy that, Trooper. Data is away,” he said.

      Peyton busied herself with make-work as she waited for Naki’s analysis. Without active sensors, identifying the convoy’s speed at such a long-range was a difficult process. Finally, Naki spoke up again.

      “I have confirmation on heading,” Naki said.

      Almost as quickly as she said it, Peyton received the data to her screen. “Tenor, send…”

      Tenor didn’t wait but finished for her. “On it, Trooper.”

      Like several others aboard Ching Shih and Bordeaux, Peyton added the unidentified objects to a system plot, which showed relationships between Mars, Ching Shih, and the not-so-secret deep-space Zona base. Behind Ching Shih, a virtual line extended, showing where they’d been and where they’d end up given no changes to acceleration. Peyton extended similar lines for the bogies they were tracking and drew them out. The line perfectly bisected the base’s location but not Mars.

      Peyton added Naki’s preliminary navigation plan, which was based on where they’d hoped to intercept the convoy. And while the calculations were done in good faith, the vast distances involved and long time frames created a certain amount of uncertainty to exact locations and velocities. As it was, they would miss the convoy by a fair margin.

      A ping on her terminal brought a grin to her face. Naki had sent an update for her plan. While it wouldn’t be the last update, it took into consideration the newly available data.

      “Well done, Ms. Naki. Mr. Tenor, get me some milestones,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, aye,” Tenor answered.

      As Peyton was fond of calling them, milestones were significant, transitionary points in their master plan. Certainly, one of the most significant milestones was locating the convoy in space. Their next milestone would be a flip and burn as Ching Shih and Bordeaux made public their intent to intercept their quarry by lighting their engines and modifying their acceleration vectors to bring the pair of ships in line with the convoy.

      With rough math and a few adjustments to the current model on screen, Peyton estimated the flip and burn milestone would take place within the hour. Excitement coursed through her as she anticipated the conflict. Zona depended on fear more than strength keeping their smaller convoys safe.

      Carlot hadn’t been wrong when she’d pointed out they would make Zona a new enemy. But Peyton didn’t completely buy that. In addition to being a brilliant strategist, Zona’s top military leader, General Armond Batteaux, was also petty. And even though to say out loud that he was coming for Peyton sounded egotistical, it was nonetheless true. No, Batteaux was coming for her regardless of if she attacked his supply convoy. It was simply a matter of time before he turned his sights on her. She would need to be ready when that happened.

      “Forty-eight minutes to burn,” Naki announced. “We’re officially in our final approach.”

      “Good job, Naki, keep your eye on that passive optical. I need a ship count and any sign they’ve got a military escort,” Peyton said.

      “Copy that, Trooper.”

      Peyton exited the bridge and paused outside her quarters. The plan was simple. Bordeaux and Ching Shih would each choose a transport. Using the luddite harpoons they’d found so successful, they’d spear their prey like early man taking bison from the plains of North America. Once lashed together, they’d cut through the exterior hatch or any other location available to them and flow into the ship, shooting anything that moved against them.

      Instead of entering her quarters, Peyton knocked on Zheng’s door.

      “Please enter,” Zheng answered.

      Peyton did. The middle-aged Asian woman sat at her small table with an electronic pad in front of her. Peyton allowed Zheng access to some of Ching Shih’s sensor data and exterior views of the vessel. No doubt, Zheng was following the recent events with interest.

      “You were quiet in our planning session,” Peyton said.

      “I wasn’t aware my opinion held sway,” Zheng answered. “Is there a facet of this you wish my input on?”

      “As you said, you’re at as much risk as we are,” Peyton said. “Any final thoughts before we go to war?”

      “In the culture of my elders, there is a proverb that warns against unnecessarily antagonizing those who can easily defeat you,” Zheng said. “There is also a favored story of a young woman who, because of her great righteousness, defeats a giant.”

      “Which am I?” Peyton asked.

      Zheng’s smile was genuine. “No one truly knows if they are the hero or the villain until the balance of their life is complete. Yes, I understand I have not given you the answer you seek. But you must first discover what you most desire. Only then can you believe in yourself.”

      Peyton sighed with irritation. She knew her questions were impossible to answer. Every move she made brought risk but also allowed her to grow stronger. Was she moving too quickly? It took her only a moment to dismiss the notion. Her enemies were stronger by orders of magnitude. She could not afford to languish.

      “I see peace in your decision,” Zheng said, smiling sagely.

      “That’s called resolve,” Peyton said and left the old pirate to her thoughts.

      Back in her quarters, Peyton changed to her armored clothing. At first, the equipment had chafed against her, but where there had been rough patches, either the material had softened or her skin had grown callused. She considered herself in the mirror, sucking in and patting her small stomach, simultaneously chastising herself for caring and worrying about her appearance.

      She slid Zheng’s sword into its sheath on her waist, a long knife on the opposite side, and fit a blaster into the holster. The suit had a few other smaller knives well hidden, but its primary value was in deflecting small arms fire, buying her precious time to react.

      She and Zheng had been meeting daily to practice with wooden swords or bokken. Zheng carried significant expertise with the weapons, but she’d lost speed and strength as she’d aged. Peyton was far from Zheng’s better and enjoyed the challenge of learning a new skill.

      She heard the door to her quarters open. Only two people had enough access to open the door, and when she heard Alli’s wolf whistle, it brought a smile to her face. “Ooh, baby, do you look hot!” Alli said.

      Like Peyton, Alli had purchased a few armored pieces. And even though Alli would not be joining the boarding party, Peyton had insisted that everyone be ready, just in case the Zona ships were filled with troopers who planned to execute their own boarding.

      “Are you ready for all this?” Alli asked. “We’re gonna enter burn down in just a few minutes.”

      “Do you ever wish we’d just figured out how to get off to one of those vacation colonies?” Peyton asked. “Mai Tais and beaches?”

      “Well, if I knew what a Mai Tai was, that could be interesting. I’ve never understood the idea of sitting in dirt next to a bunch of water and getting hot. Do people do that?”

      “Not us,” Peyton said. “No, we’re all about knocking over the neighborhood bully’s lemonade stand and taking his lemons.”

      “I feel like you’re talking in code right now,” Alli said. “What’s a lemonade stand?”

      “Never mind,” Peyton said. “I want to see what our active sensors pick up when we fire things up. Want to bet me they don’t even have anything bigger than a long-range scout providing protection?”

      “I don’t think you said that right,” Alli said. “Even if there are a couple of sloops, I feel like you’ll want to go in anyway.”

      “Now, that’d be exciting. Zona sloops are significantly better armed than Bordeaux and Riesling were. We’d probably get our asses kicked.”

      “But you’d still go after it,” Alli said. “Gosh, I hope they don’t have that.”

      “Trooper on the bridge,” Tenor announced as Peyton and Alli joined them.

      “Any updates on our target, Ms. Naki?”

      “They’re executing a slow deceleration burn, common for heavily loaded vessels,” Naki said. “There’s some chance they’ll change that once they see us. I’d bet their power-to-load ratio is low enough that won’t do them a lot of good though.”

      “Any better look?”

      “I see multiple targets, but they’re impossible to resolve,” Naki said. “We’ll know more if you approve the transition to our next evolution.”

      “Put me on an all-ship and tight beam to Bordeaux,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, you’re hot, Trooper.”

      “Rat Troop, this is Trooper. In roughly sixty seconds, we’ll reach an important milestone in our journey and make our intentions known to the fast-approaching Zona convoy. We’ve all trained hard to get to this point. You know your assignments. We will be successful because the alternative is to give up on the dream of living as free men and women. I will see you on the other side.”

      Peyton closed the comm and looked to Alli for confirmation. Alli shrugged. “You’ve been more inspirational, but then we’re not exactly attacking a pirate base with our bare knuckles again, so I’ll take what I can get.”

      “Thanks,” Peyton said dryly as she clipped herself into the padded, curved bar, which allowed her to stand in front of her station and still lean against something. Alli sat in a chair and clipped in.

      “We’re go!” Naki said.

      Suddenly, the bridge erupted in activity as sleeping systems whirred to life. Peyton gripped the sides of the stand which held the screen, still displaying the model of their vessels and their prey. She willed the actives sensors to quickly come online and capture details of the convoy.

      “I have three. Make that four ships,” Naki said. “I’m confirming three eighty-ton crates and a popsicle. They haven’t seen us yet. Burn in ten…nine….”

      Peyton balled up her fist and shook it at the screen triumphantly as the enemy vessels resolved on her screen. The crates, as Naki insisted on calling them, were nothing more than big steel boxes with motors and fuel on one end, a large hold, and crew quarters for half a dozen or fewer.

      Peyton’s experience told her that three crew was common unless the contents were sensitive. In that case, troopers were deployed for security. But even then, there would be no more than half a squad.

      It would take Ching Shih and Bordeaux two hours to overtake the convoy. If their only intent had been to reach the convoy, it could have been accomplished more quickly as both fleets were in deceleration burns. If the convoy master decided to make a run for it, it would save Peyton fuel and wouldn’t significantly change the time of their arrival. Space travel could be tricky that way. That the crates had limited power in comparison to the mass of their payloads gave them very little in the way of maneuverability.

      “Unknown vessels, this is Zona 10552 Naga. Please respond.” The voice on comms belonged to a woman who, to Peyton, sounded young.

      “Zona 10552 Naga, you will shut down all engines and heave-to,” Peyton responded.

      “Negative. Please transmit the transponder signal for identification. You are in restricted space and sanctions will apply.”

      A thin smile tugged at Peyton’s lips as the small fighter—or popsicle, as Naki called it—maneuvered to place itself between Ching Shih and the convoy.

      “Zona 10552 Naga, this is your last warning. Shut down your engines and heave-to. If we have to do this the hard way, you’ll be spending an uncomfortable amount of time in my brig. Assuming you survive the boarding process. We have no interest in your vessels. We just want to take a look at the goodies.”

      “Negative. We’re carrying food and medical supplies only. These supplies are critical. We’re on a humanitarian mission.”

      “Suit yourself. I’ll leave the channel open,” Peyton said and closed comms. “Naki, if they call back, don’t patch her through unless they comply. They’re going to need to point that popsicle in another direction.”

      “Copy that, Trooper.”

      “Fire Control, I assume you’re tracking that fighter,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, aye, Trooper. That’s one of those newer G15s. They’re speedy little bastards, but they’ve got crap for armor,” Candy answered, his voice gruff and excited.

      “Any chance you could hit in a way we could take it home?” Peyton asked.

      “Now, Trooper, we’re strictly a shoot-to-kill operation here. We go gettin’ fancy, we’re liable to start missing,” Candy said.

      “Understood, Candy,” Peyton said. “It’s a big ask. Sorry I brought it up.”

      “Aww, now, don’t be doin’ that,” Candy said.

      “I’ll let you work it out, Fire Control,” Peyton said. “Trooper out.”

      “You have a mean streak in you,” Alli said.

      The display in front of Peyton changed. Two of the cargo vessels bore designations. One as Ching Shih’s target, the other as Bordeaux’s. They had no expectation of paying any attention to the third as long as forceful boarding was required.

      “I don’t get why they want to delay the inevitable,” Alli said. “They can see we’re going to catch them in twenty-one minutes and counting. Just roll over and play dead. We’ll dig through their pockets and leave them alone unless they get heroic. Why all the drama.”

      “They’re close enough to have comms with that Zona base. Some captain is right now telling them that if they surrender, they’ll be court-martialed or worse. It’s not an idle threat. So they’ll run. We’ll chase, and hopefully we won’t have to kill anyone.”

      “You mean hopefully they don’t have a load of Scots aboard waiting to take our heads off,” Alli said.

      The comment brought up bad memories for Peyton, and her face unexpectedly turned to a snarl. “Oh, I hope that’s what they’ve got,” she growled.

      “Trooper, please report to boarding bay. We’re t-minus five minutes. We’re looking to get everyone in position,” Carlot called over comms.

      “Kick some ass, Trooper,” Alli said, still a little timid after Peyton’s dark turn.

      “Yeah, you better believe it,” Peyton said and then exited the bridge, glancing one last time at the fleeing cargo ships that refused to shut off their engines. Using the steep, steel ladders, which had smooth handrails designed for quick descents, Peyton dropped efficiently through the ship. The boarding airlock was at the opposite end from where she landed, so she walked quickly down to the gathered team.

      “Thanks for coming down, Trooper,” Carlot said crisply. “We won’t let you down.”

      “I’m counting on that,” Peyton said. “Remember, no unnecessary kills, but be safe.”

      “Copy that,” Carlot said. “You heard the boss. We’re the pride of Rat Troop. We’re under control at all times and we kick ass!! Rat Troop!”

      “Rat Troop!” Eight heavily armed troopers responded in unison.

      Peyton made her way over to a monitor embedded into the wall and punched up a ship display. The fighter had separated from the convoy and was already firing on Bordeaux, ignoring Ching Shih for some reason.

      She swiped over to Fire Control’s weapon’s status. Candy’s gunners were dialed in on the fighter but weren’t firing, their displays showing ineffective range and a countdown to lethal distance. She could just imagine the fighter pilot inside the cockpit, fresh from school, maybe on his first mission. He knew he had plenty of ammo and wasn’t about to leave any in his magazines.

      “Just give me this one shot,” Candy said, right as the fighter sailed across Ching Shih’s bow.

      Instead of firing a blaster, Candy loosed a harpoon. It was a clean miss. Peyton chuckled at the man’s audacity, fully expecting him to give the order to fire. But he didn’t. Faster than Peyton could follow, the fighter unexpectedly swung around and smashed into the side of Ching Shih. The impact reverberated through the entire hull.

      “What the heck, Candy?” Peyton asked.

      “My fault,” Candy said. “I had an idea. Might not have thought it all the way through. I was trying to catch the little snotnose. Got him too. Didn’t work out all the angles though.”

      “Aye, Candy, you certainly made things more interesting though,” Peyton said.

      “Harpoons away!” A gunner exclaimed. This time, the rudimentary weapons were not so different than those used by whalers of so many centuries before slammed into the side of Zona 10552 Naga, piercing the engine cowling and instantly ruining the vessel.

      Peyton grasped the bulkhead, anticipating the next action, which was the inelegant joining of two vessels in disagreement about their vectors of travel. Ching Shih, significantly out-massing Zona 10552 Naga, won the short-lived tug of war. Moments later, magnetic winches were deployed, and the tubby little cargo vessel was drawn up next to the big sloop.

      “Go!” Carlot ordered.

      Peyton was impressed by the efficiency of Carlot’s squad as they flowed into the airlock and began burning their way through Naga’s hull. Not designed for combat, the hull plating took only minutes to peel away and instead of calling it good, large patches of a flexible membrane were applied where the two vessels met.

      The mission took on a life of its own when the airlock was opened and the two ships’ atmospheres joined. Carlot had split her squad into two teams, the first sweeping the cargo bay, the second pushing forward into living quarters. Peyton followed behind them, Zombie Bob close on her tail.

      A pair of triple shot bursts warned of hostility and Peyton gripped the butt of her pistol, ready to draw at a moment’s notice. When she arrived in the cramped crew quarters, she found a woman lying on the ground, bleeding from her side. Two young men knelt nearby on the deck, hands locked behind their heads.

      “You, get a medical kit on her wound,” Peyton ordered, pointing at the crewman who looked least terrified.

      “Whaat?” he stammered.

      “Where’s your medical?” Peyton asked. “Oh, never mind. Carlot, get this woman onto a bunk.”

      “Aye, Trooper,” Carlot answered. “Pack!”

      “On it,” Pack answered.

      “Carbo, Bodnik, take the prisoners back to the bay and get them locked down. Everybody else, get out,” Carlot barked.

      With more room to look around, Peyton located a panel with the easily recognized red-cross symbol. She punched it and pulled out the medical kit. It was a standard kit she’d seen and worked with a million times. With scissors that also melted suit material, she gained access to the wound.

      “Dammit,” Peyton said. “You got it bad.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re pirates,” Peyton said. “It’s kind of our thing.”

      Despite the pain, the woman smiled. “No. Why help me?”

      “Our argument isn’t with you,” Peyton said. “It’s with your boss. You do know what Zona’s going to do to you once they come out and get you, right? Assuming they come for you at all. You’ll be let go because you’re too much of a liability.”

      “I know. What are my choices?”

      “Hey Carlot,” Peyton called, taping a wound-stop bag over the woman’s abdomen.

      “Yes, Trooper?”

      “Naga here is a new recruit,” Peyton said. “Make sure we get her fixed up.”

      “Copy that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 14

          THE SOLAR TRADE WINDS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Just beyond the inner belt

      

      

      “Another toll station coming up in 10k,” Bode’s voice came through the comm speaker in Jai’s room.

      “On it!” Jai shouted since his door was open and shouting was easier than tapping a comm button.

      Dirty Diablo sped along the solar trade winds from the inner belt to the outer belt. A Meherata corporate toll station satellite was placed every hundred thousand kilometers. Ships using the trade winds to power their solar sails were required to pay Meherata a support fee for maintenance. That fee included the ship’s details on model and size for the logistics corporation’s planning purposes.

      That data could also be read by Dio.

      There was nothing Jai could do to disguise the Diablo’s physical dimensions being caught by camera, but he could send falsified data with their payment, data that identified Dirty Diablo as a different ship that met the exact model and dimensions Meherata’s satellite picked up. He was also broadcasting the transponder code and ship identifier matching the falsified data packet. It’d work as long as Zona was looking for Dirty Diablo specifically and not some ship a lot like it.

      He ran a search for the Meherata satellite’s signal and waited. A few seconds later, the system connected, and he returned the falsified data with the payment. His fingers were still on the keyboard when the signal morphed into a stream of data in his mind. The stream was a dark hexadecimal flow—zeroes and ones—with data packets riding the currents.

      Jai could read hex, albeit very slowly, but now he could read everything like it was in English. No, it was even easier to read than in English. The code was open to him, and he saw how the satellite captured its images and data and, even, how Meherata sent and received updates from it.

      He shook his head to clear it. He’d spent too much time at the computer lately, so much so that he’d begun seeing code even in his daydreams. He chuckled drily to himself. He needed a vacation…after he got rid of the nanites inside him first, of course.

      “They accept the code?”

      Jai spun to see Bode enter his bunk.

      “Yeah. It seemed to anyway. I’ve already received a ‘payment accepted’ message.”

      “Good. Let’s hope it’s enough to keep Zona looking in other directions.” Bode didn’t leave. Instead, he leaned against the door frame. “I’m thinking about letting Torsha go her own way when we land at New Freedom. You know her better than any of us. What do you think? Does she pose a danger to others?”

      Jai shook his head. “I talked with her this morning. She’s Torsha, I’m sure of it.” In truth, Jai had been avoiding Torsha, which wasn’t easy to do in a ship that was fewer than thirty meters long. She was no longer restrained, but she still used the makeshift bunk in the cargo hold where Marco had also had a bunk. At first, the crew was afraid Marco would try to kill her, since she’d been the one to inject his project team—Jai’s friends—but Marco relented his grudge after seeing her undergo a medical scan. After that, Marco had been questioning Torsha relentlessly, learning everything he could about Dio and Zona.

      Jai forced himself to talk to her at least once a day and at mealtimes, but it was awkward and unnatural, nothing like the easygoing early days of their relationship filled with jokes and sex. A part of him still bore a grudge against her, even though he knew what she’d done wasn’t her fault. But the worse part of being around Torsha was that she blamed herself for what’d happened to Jai and to the others she’d injected with cyclogenes. It was tearing her apart, and no matter what Jai told her, he couldn’t help her forgive herself.

      “If you want, I can scan her again,” Jai added when Bode didn’t move.

      His captain nodded. “Yeah, why don’t you. Better safe than sorry.”

      Jai stood, but his ankle was at the wrong angle and rolled. He would’ve fallen if he hadn’t grabbed his chair in time.

      Bode frowned. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. My foot’s asleep from sitting too long.”

      Bode’s eyes narrowed. “What’s really going on, Jai?”

      He swallowed. Should he tell Bode about the numbness that had started in his toes but had spread out to cover his feet?

      “You can talk to me, Jai.”

      Jai opened his mouth to tell Bode when Dru ran up. “We’ve got Zona bogies entering the quadrant, boss. And they’re coming in fast.”
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        * * *

      

      On the bridge, Bode took Dirty Diablo off autopilot, while Jai monitored the scans to his left. Marco and Wolt were buckled in the seats behind them while Dru remained at the engines for support, not far from where Torsha was strapped in to a jump seat in the cargo hold.

      “I’m going to hold this trajectory for now,” Bode said. “If they’re showing on our scans, then we’re showing on theirs. If they see us change course, then they’re going to be curious.”

      “But if they’re looking for us, changing course isn’t going to matter,” Wolt said.

      “Jai, you keeping an eye on those comms?” Bode asked.

      “I am. I’m also following the blips on our scan. They haven’t changed course, so they’re not on an intercept line yet, but they are closing the distance. My guess is they’ve read our identifier and are deciding on whether to come in or not to get a visual reading.”

      “Let me know the instant you see a change.”

      “I will.” Jai zoomed in on the blips—a pair of Zona gunships—that had entered the same quadrant as Dirty Diablo. It wasn’t uncommon for multiple ships to be within the same quadrant at the same time. After all, there was a lot of space travel taking place within the solar system at any point in time, and the Zona corporation had more ships than any other corporation. But the odds of the traffic belonging to two Zona gunships, which weren’t often seen outside their own squadrons, were pretty dang low.

      On a whim, he opened a new comm app. He went behind the user interface and entered in the Meherata satellite access codes in hex. When the satellite accepted the code and opened its system up to Jai, he grunted. “How about that.”

      “How about what?” Bode asked.

      “I’m in the satellite. I’m going to try something.”

      Marco unbuckled from his seat and came over. “What’d you use to hack the satellite? Meherata satellites use double-encryption since they process financial transactions.”

      “Just had a hunch. I bypassed trying to attach on to the servers and instead went straight in.”

      He saw the three ships in the satellite’s array. There were other ships in the surrounding quadrants. No others matched Zona credentials, except the next quadrant up and over showed a massive number of ships, all offline except for several small ones moving around the dull gray blips. “There looks like a graveyard up one quadrant and to our right. I didn’t think graveyards were set up this close to the trade winds.”

      “They aren’t,” Bode answered.

      Marco leaned forward. “It’s the aftermath of a Zona-Setteri battle. I’d stake my life on it. Perhaps the pair following us are headed there to patrol to keep their property from getting too picked over by the vultures.”

      Jai shook his head. “No. Look. Their trajectory is all wrong then. They’re heading left of there.” He frowned. “I think they’re closing really slow on us.”

      “Any comm request from them yet?” Bode asked.

      “Nothing.” Jai switched to the quadrant map and zoomed in. Sure enough, the gunships had altered their flight path by a tenth of a degree in the direction of Dirty Diablo. “Yeah. They’ve shifted in our direction.”

      “They’re more experienced crews. They’re trying not to raise our suspicion until they have us dead to rights. They’re onto us.” Bode tapped the intercom. “Everyone, buckle in. We’re going to be changing our flight path.”

      “They’re hellbent on keeping us from sharing the antinuclei formula,” Marco said. He squeezed Jai’s shoulder before returning to his seat. “After all this, I want to pick your brain about how you accessed the satellite. That could come in handy.”

      “Sure.” Jai didn’t want to have that conversation. How could he explain that he entered a code that he saw in a daydream, like he was some kind of fortune teller for computer hacking?

      “We’re going to make a run for it?” Wolt asked.

      “Yeah.” Bode thought for a moment. “Can you throw me the satellite’s imagery of the battlefield?”

      “You bet. Just give me a sec. There. It should be pulling up now.”

      While Bode examined it, Jai watched the gunships on the satellite’s map. The pair had just transmitted their data and toll payment. Jai smirked when the idea hit him. He tapped on the data packets and deleted them. He chuckled as the satellite pinged the gunships for the toll. Several seconds later, two more data packets and payments were sent to the satellite. He deleted those and then entered in a quick auto-flag and -delete command on data packets coming from ships flying with Zona identifiers. The satellite would detect those packets as potential viruses and delete them. Jai would’ve liked to have routed the toll payments to one of his accounts, but knew that would be too risky, too easy to trace.

      Jai chuckled again as he leaned back in his chair. “I’ve set the satellite to reject anything from Zona. As soon as those gunships pass the toll station without having a payment accepted by Meherata, fines are going to start hitting Zona’s accounts.”

      “How does it help us?” Bode asked.

      Jai shrugged. “It doesn’t.” Then he grinned. “But it’s fun.”

      “For you, maybe. Here’s where it gets fun for me.” Bode abruptly changed course and increased engine power. The artificial gravity had only a fraction of a delay in adjusting, which nearly knocked Jai out of his seat. He hurriedly buckled his belt.

      “They’re changing to match our course.” Jai didn’t take his eyes off the grid. “And they’re catching up.”

      “I want them to gain speed,” Bode said.

      Jai’s eyes widened, and he looked up at Bode.

      “You what?” Wolt asked.

      “I want them to be going just fast enough that they don’t close the distance before we reach that boneyard. That’s only ten minutes out at our current speed,” Bode said.

      “I don’t get it. Letting them get closer seems the opposite of what we should be doing,” Jai said.

      Bode kept his eyes focused on flying the ship as he spoke. “Maybe Zona’s scans are picking up all that debris, but maybe they’re not. We didn’t know it was there until Jai pulled the satellite scans. Our radar scans won’t pick it up until we’re two minutes from it. Same as those gunships.”

      “They’d have to be aware of the battlefield. It was a Zona-Setteri battle after all,” Marco said.

      “Sure, but with how debris is always moving, those gunships won’t have exact locations. At their current speed, they won’t be able to navigate that debris field. That means they’re going to have to choose whether to chase us at their current speed or slow down and veer off to avoid wreckage,” Bode said.

      “But we’ll also have to slow down to avoid wreckage,” Jai said.

      “No.”

      “Why not?” Jai asked.

      “Because I’m a better pilot.”

      As Dirty Diablo approached the debris field and the Zona gunships chipped at the distance between them, Jai gave Bode the side eye. He knew Bode was good, but Jai didn’t have a lot of experience flying. He’d never even been on a ship until three years ago. “I hope you’re not just saying that.”

      Bode didn’t comment and neither did anyone else.

      When they reached two minutes out, Jai’s grid of the quadrant lit up with debris everywhere. “Holy shit. There’s a lot of junk out there.”

      “Throw the map on the big screen,” Bode ordered, and Jai did.

      Wolt whistled. “That’s looks worse than the Jupiter run we did way back in Seventy-Six.”

      “We survived that just fine,” Bode said.

      “We also clipped one engine and scraped off a full scanner array,” Wolt argued.

      “I’ve gotten a lot better handle on this ship since then,” Bode said, then added, “I’ve got this.”

      Jai zoomed in on the Zona gunships trailing them. “One is slowing way down. Looks like they plan to skirt the debris field.”

      “And the other?” Bode asked.

      “Still coming straight at us. And picking up speed. I think they’re going to try to get within shooting range before we reach the boneyard.”

      The captain’s lips curled into a ghost of a smile. “Let them try.”

      Jai felt the engines vibrate as power was increased.

      “You’re speeding up?” Marco asked.

      “It’s that or let them shoot us,” Bode offered. “And I’m not in the mood to have a photon beam shoved up my ass.”

      Ahead of them, the battlefield was coming into visual view. Debris glittered as the sunlight reflected off it. But Dirty Diablo was approaching so fast Jai couldn’t make out anything smaller than the largest wreckage—that of half of a destroyer. He found himself gripping his armrests as they closed the distance too quickly.

      A blue photon beam shot by the Diablo, missing by easily a hundred kilometers.

      “They’re shooting at us,” Jai stated the obvious.

      “But we’re too far away for their computers to lock onto us. They’re trying to target us manually, and they’re clearly shit at it.”

      As Bode piloted the ship, he pointed at the destroyer. “I’m going to put that between us and our tail.”

      Jai sucked in a breath. “Watch out! Hunk of hull over there.”

      Bode grumbled as he looked up and down and left and right over the area. He cranked the ship down in time to slide under the piece of wreckage that was too charred to reflect light. “For future reference, ‘over there’ doesn’t help me out a lot. Be more specific and less dramatic next time.”

      Jai winced. “Okay.”

      Bode continued flying at a speed Jai thought was way too fast considering the amount of debris floating around them. The battle must’ve been massive. He gave up counting after they’d passed two dozen ships that’d been destroyed, and there were easily four times that number still out there.

      Small pieces of shrapnel pinged off the ship’s hull, causing Jai to cringe. He suspected Dru was cussing every time she heard an impact since she was the one who kept the ship running…at least all the mechanical components of the ship, while Jai had taken on the role of maintaining the systems, relieving Bode of that burden.

      As they approached the corpse of the destroyer, Bode banked hard. Wolt cursed and Jai grabbed onto his panel. System warnings blared at operating outside the ship’s envelope, but it continued taking the abuse. Jai stared as they approached the destroyer. It bore the Setteri logo: a green raptor of some kind. It’d taken hundreds of direct hits and a series of massive blasts directed at its center, snapping the vessel in half, leaving a jagged edge from where the two halves had broken free. The other half wasn’t nearby, so it’d either become the small pieces of debris floating around or had been knocked away and sent flying off into some other trajectory.

      All the wreckage and rubble looked like it wasn’t moving, but that was because the Diablo was moving far faster. In reality, the remnants would continue to move off in whatever directions they’d been knocked until they hit something or were pulled into an orbit. There were space junk companies out there who kept trafficked areas clear of rubble, but corporations were responsible for their own junk, and Zona and Setteri would be held liable for any damages their debris caused, not that either cared.

      Bode leveled out Dirty Diablo to place the wreckage of the destroyer directly behind them. Jai expected him to fly through the battlefield as quickly as he could before the gunship behind them located them again. He did not expect Bode to shut down everything.

      In under five seconds, all engine vibration was gone and only emergency lighting remained.

      “What’re you doing?” Jai asked.

      Wolt chuckled. “This, Jai, is what we call the ole clutter cluster.”

      “And what exactly is that?” Marco asked, the concern clear in his voice.

      “We’re using the clutter out here to hide,” Bode asked.

      “Why’d you shut down the engines?” Jai asked.

      “I didn’t. Everything’s throttled back to minimums. I still need to steer,” Bode replied.

      “But if we’re stopped, they’ll catch up,” Jai said.

      “Shh, young ’un,” Wolt said. “You’ll see.”

      Jai noticed Bode was steering…he was navigating the ship into an exceptionally thick cluster of wreckage. As Bode steered it into position behind a clump of what Jai could only label as a metric shit-ton of debris, Bode used the docking clamps to lock onto what looked like two gunships that had rammed each other.

      Bode leaned back in his seat. “Without a visual and without an exhaust burn, they won’t be able to find us once they get around the destroyer. We just need to wait them out until they’re clear of the area.”

      “What if they find us?” Jai asked.

      Bode’s brows rose. “The Jai I knew used to be an optimist.”

      Jai grunted. “Yeah, well, it’s hard to be one when Zona is trying to kill us all the time.”

      A couple of minutes later, Bode said, “Hold on tight, everyone. It’s coming around the destroyer now.”

      Jai watched the screen. The gunship had slowed down a lot, and sparks flew from its left side. “Looks like they nicked something.”

      “Too bad they didn’t fly straight through that destroyer and put themselves out of our misery,” Wolt said.

      The gunship didn’t bank hard. It seemed to be limping along and didn’t bank in any direction. Whatever it’d hit had caused significant damage. It continued forward, its flight path a good twelve or thirteen degrees off from where Dirty Diablo skulked. Jai held his breath. He did that a few times while the gunship continued making its way farther and farther from them. When it was no longer in visual sight and didn’t appear on the scan, he let out a breath. “It looks like we’re in the clear.”

      “Not quite. Its buddy might still decide to peruse the wreckage,” Bode said.

      “So what do we do now?” Jai asked.

      “We wait.”

      Hours passed. Dru and Torsha came to the bridge to check on things. Lunch, and later dinner, were held on the bridge even though everyone was elbow to elbow in the cramped space. All the while, Bode continually monitored the surrounding space. The second gunship never came through and the first gunship didn’t stick around. Jai could only assume they reported into Zona for reinforcements, but space was a pretty big place, and it could take days or weeks, sometimes months even, for support to arrive.

      A ship roughly Diablo’s size flew slowly through the area. It was ugly—it looked to be a ship made up of parts from half a dozen mismatched ships. That it even flew surprised Jai. It came within twenty miles or so of Dirty Diablo but kept going. Still, he sucked in a breath when it flashed a light their way.

      “Don’t worry about them. They’re just vultures picking at the dead,” Bode said. “They’re here to grab what they can before the corporations reclaim their materials.”

      “How do you know?” Jai asked.

      “Because we’ve had to be vultures more than once to put food in the galley,” Bode said, dark shadows in his voice. “We do what we have to do. We always have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 15

          SLEIGHT OF HAND

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Calmac Harbor, Kuiper belt

      

      

      Peyton walked back into the cargo hold and observed the frenetic activity. One thing pirates were good at was moving material that didn’t belong to them. A long conveyer stretched between the two holds. Crate after crate was being loaded and sent flying along a makeshift path of upside-down grav-sleds. Standing next to the end of the conveyer, Ole was making notes on an electronic pad and barking orders as he identified which items he wanted loaded next.

      Ole noticed her approach and smiled. “I love it when things work right,” he said.

      “Can I slip in here? I need to get back to Ching Shih,” Peyton said.

      “Boys, hold that crate. Let Trooper take a ride,” Ole said.

      Instead of shoving the crate along the way, the two troopers in charge of pushing crates through the door held a shorter crate in place. “Just keep your balance, Trooper,” Carbo said. “We won’t overdo things on our side.”

      Peyton nodded her acknowledgment and sat on the crate, holding her feet above the antigrav plates. “Tally ho,” she said, unable to avoid grinning as she rocketed between the two holds. The looks on the faces of the receiving crew were priceless as they recognized their feared leader was flying at them. With an easy leap, she jumped free and landed on the cargo deck.

      “Welcome aboard, Trooper,” Skaz, one of the boarding crew said.

      “Aye.” Peyton walked with purpose from the cargo bay and worked her way up the ladders until she was on the command deck. By the time she was ready to enter the bridge, Zombie Bob had caught up with her.

      “Captain on the bridge,” Alli announced when Peyton entered.

      “Any long-range sensor contacts?” Peyton asked.

      “We just got a whiff of a pair moving this way,” Alli said. “Naki, what’s the update.”

      “They’re small and accelerating too fast to be carrying crew,” Naki said. “My guess is we’re looking at those ship killers you told us about.”

      “How much time do we have?”

      “Assuming no change to acceleration vector, eighty-five minutes to point-blank,” Naki said.

      “Tran, status report,” Peyton called over comms.

      “Trooper, there were a total of three crew, as far as I could tell. They were all flight jockeys and gave up pretty quickly,” Tran answered a few moments later. “At least one of them is asking to change sides. I guess the word’s out that failure for Zona means loss of livelihood. We’ve set up Ole’s conveyer system and we’re about ten percent moved. The current estimate is ninety minutes for a complete transfer. How’d things go on your side?”

      “Similar, I think Ching Shih is a little ahead of you on cargo,” Peyton said. “We don’t have ninety minutes. Try to get a manifest and start prioritizing hardware for personnel. Armor, ordnance, that sort of thing.”

      “What about recruits?” Tran asked. “We could press these crews.”

      “Volunteers only,” she answered. “But make sure you explain we’re putting them back on the transports once we’re gone. We’re not carrying prisoners.”

      “Copy that,” Tran said. “I have a pair searching crew quarters. Not a wealthy crew, best I can tell.”

      “That makes sense. I didn’t have anything to carry when I was at Academy,” Peyton said. “Set a timer and check in in fifteen minutes. We’ll need to clear the area in no less than fifty minutes. Although, I might have an idea for those ship killers. Won’t buy us any time though.”

      “Copy that. Let me know if I can help. Otherwise, I’ve got my hands full.”

      “Understood, Trooper out.”

      Peyton leaned back against the rail she used instead of a chair and pulled up Naki’s plot of the incoming semi-intelligent ship killers. The system was relatively simple. The vessels were extremely heavy and had a limited amount of fuel. Generally, the danger was over if they missed their first shot and their target fled along the opposite of the ship killer’s approach vector. The trick, of course, was to make them miss that first time.

      “Alli, we captured one of theirs. A woman I’ve nicknamed Naga,” Peyton said. “She was pretty banged up. I need her located.”

      “Do you think she’s in the brig?” Alli asked.

      “Maybe. I recruited her, but she needed medical. I doubt we’re letting her run around,” Peyton said.

      “Let me make some contacts. Things are a little chaotic down there,” Alli said and then hastily added, “as you know.”

      “Unless you hear from me otherwise. We’re moving at t-minus twenty-five minutes,” Peyton said. “And I mean the whole fleet, moving at hard-burn, do you copy?”

      “I copy, Trooper,” Alli answered. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to go see what I can do to make a couple of ship killers miss,” she said and then exited the bridge. “Call me when you find Naga.”

      “I will,” Alli called after her.

      Peyton used the elevator to drop down to E-Deck, an abbreviate deck cut off by the large hold that took up most of the lower three decks. At her requirement, they’d outfitted a trio of rooms with medical supplies and sterilized equipment. Compared to any Zona war ship, it was extremely limited. Pirates gave little thought to what happened to their injured companions.

      It was one of a million things she had worked to overcome. Rat Troopers weren’t expendable. She’d received no resistance to the idea and, if anything, she’d heard backchannel compliments about caring for their wounded. Pirates, colonists, troopers, they all want the same things, she mused. Security for the future. It would be hard for them to escape their pirate beginnings, and she would take it slowly. But there was no question about her resolve in the matter.

      “Trooper, medical E202,” Alli’s voice chirped in her ear.

      “Good copy, Alli,” Peyton said.

      Walking into the room, Peyton found that Naga had been bandaged up and was receiving a saline drip to replace fluids. It had been one of her first lessons in wound care as a trooper. Blood loss was a killer, but a simple replacement of fluids could offset it. And while that might not work for massive loss, it certainly helped to stabilize a wounded patient.

      “Come to finish the job?” Naga asked, moving her head like someone who’d received a strong dose of painkillers. Peyton’s eyes came to rest on the restraints on the woman’s wrists and ankles.

      “Nope, you’ve got too much of my expensive plasma floating around in your system,” Peyton said. “I’d at least want to drain that off first.”

      “You know, I think I heard about you back at Academy,” Naga said. “At first, I didn’t remember. But there was a lot of gossip about the group who ratted out Zona blowing up the colonies.”

      “Yeah? What’d you hear?”

      “You mean beyond Batteaux’s statement that it was all Setteri and you were part of the group who set off the bombs?”

      “Right, beyond that,” Peyton agreed.

      “There’s a bunch of rumors. I liked the one where a squad of Space Troopers foiled the whole damn thing and started a rebellion. That there are freedom fighters out there working on getting rid of Zona. Wishful thinking, I know,” Naga said.

      “Probably,” Peyton agreed. While Naga had many of the details wrong, she wasn’t far from the truth. Peyton wondered just how many people believed the same thing. She also knew that Naga would have recent intel on Zona armaments and strategies. “Zona’s got ship killers inbound on our position.”

      “How many?”

      “Two.”

      “How much time buffer are you giving?”

      “Twenty minutes.”

      Naga whistled. “We’re pretty far out, but those drones are dogged. They’ve increased their range recently. I don’t think you’re far enough out if you’re planning on running them out of fuel.”

      “I know their range,” Peyton said.

      “It’s changed,” Naga insisted. “They’ve added at least twenty percent in the last six months.”

      “Damn,” Peyton said. “Are you sure?”

      “Look, it’s my butt on the line here too,” Naga said. “Not like they’re going to sift through the debris field and come save me.”

      “Trust me, I know about that,” Peyton said.

      “What are you going to do? If we left right now, I don’t think we’d make it,” Naga said.

      Peyton’s mind whirred with possibilities. She’d always thrived in high-stress scenarios. A plan formed and she knew it was their best chance.

      “Do you have codes for all three transports or just yours?” Peyton asked.

      “Just mine,” Naga said. “I saw you come with two ships. Did you get all three of our transports or just two?”

      “Two. One of your transports got away,” Peyton said. “No doubt hightailing it out of here.”

      “Those are the standing orders,” Naga said. “Any conflict and it’s every person for themselves. We can’t even go back for damaged ships. Zona doesn’t pretend they care about survivors at this point.”

      “Kind of makes recruiting easier,” Peyton said.

      “Zona controls communications and materials across the entire solar system. You make it sound like you can fight that,” Naga said. “You can’t. Setteri is on the ropes. It’s just a matter of time before the mighty Zona absorbs them. They don’t need to worry about low-level troopers’ opinions on how they’re treated. Zona is about to be the only game in town.”

      “And yet, here you are,” Peyton said. “Laying in my ship. Sucking down my plasma and saline.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, Trooper,” Naga said. “I’m grateful for the help. I’ll do more than pay back what’s due. I’m just pointing out what’s what.”

      “I’m going to put you in contact with the crew from the other transport. You have fifteen minutes to get me the control codes for that ship. No codes, and a whole lot of my friends will die.”

      “Just leave now,” Naga said. “You might escape. Take the win and run.”

      “Don’t you get it? This was a one-time win,” Peyton said. “Now that we’ve attacked their supply line, every supply line will be hardened. Even worse, Zona will trap the ships from this point forward. This is our moment, right now.”

      “I don’t know if the other crew will listen to me,” Naga said.

      “You have a good negotiating position,” Peyton said. “I can guarantee they’ll be in the first ship struck by those ship killers.”

      Peyton stepped out of the room and located the trooper in charge of the infirmary. It was a younger man with only one arm. He was a recent recruit she hadn’t met. There was something familiar about him and then it hit her. “Pavlov?”

      The man had been avoiding her eyes by looking at the deck. He glanced up at her nervously. “Please don’t kill me,” he whispered. “I won’t tell your secrets.”

      Peyton could barely understand what he was saying and startled him by pulling him into a bear hug. “Oh, Pavlov, you’re alive! How? You were at the Academy,” she said as his words filtered to her. “Kill you? Pavlov, you’re…I’d…no. We’ll catch up later. Thank you for your discretion, but no, we’re on the same side here.”

      Pavlov’s scarred face softened as fear ebbed away. “I didn’t know what you’d do. I was on a ship. We got into trouble and were put off in Shigeko. With Mom gone, I didn’t have anywhere to go. Zona dropped my whole crew. I needed help.”

      “And now you’re running my medical bay?” Peyton asked.

      “I volunteered. Mr. Ole said he’d give me a try.”

      “Ole is a good man. Work hard for him,” Peyton said.

      “I will. Did you need something?”

      “Yes. Get the patient, Naga, access to a comm set. I need her talking to the crew captured by Bordeaux. I’m reaching out to Mr. Tran to set up the other end,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, Trooper,” Pavlov said, allowing a small grin onto his face. “I always knew you were meant for big things. Always.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Peyton said and then turned away. “Tran, come in.”

      “I read you, Trooper,” Tran answered.

      “What kind of shape are the pilots you recovered?”

      “One dead, the others injured,” he said. “We’ve given them first aid.”

      “I need you to get them on comms so they can talk with Naga in Ching Shih’s medical bay,” Peyton said. “I’ve got Trooper Pavlov working on it from this side.”

      “Not familiar with a Pavlov,” Tran said.

      “They call me One Gun,” Pavlov whispered, holding up his only working arm.

      “One Gun,” Peyton said, frowning at his moniker. She’d been part of the exercises which had injured the man she once considered a friend. Zona should have repaired the man, but instead they’d turned him into little more than a slave.

      “Oh, sure, One Gun,” Tran answered. “I’ve got them right here. Hey, one of you guys has a call….”

      Peyton turned on her heels and headed for one of Ching Shih’s mechanical rooms to gather supplies for her next move. Running across an idle trooper wasn’t that unexpected. Although she suspected the woman, named Dunk, might have wished she’d been anywhere else.

      “Dunk, on me,” she ordered, passing the woman in the hallway.

      “Uh,” Peyton could hear the woman trying to come up with a reason not to agree. In the end, Dunk’s sense of survival nudged her in the right direction. “Right away. What’s up, Trooper?”

      Peyton pushed open a heavy door and shined a light into the rusty depths of a rarely used room. With a solid memory for details, she’d remembered the room was storage for some very old, very heavy mooring lashings. “I need a minimum of four lines at least twenty meters.”

      “Aye, what’s the project?” Dunk asked, helping Peyton pull spool after spool out onto the deck.

      “We’re going to build a distraction,” Peyton said.

      “Not sure I follow.”

      “Good news is, I just need your muscle for now,” Peyton said. “Roll these out. See what we’ve got.”

      Together, the women struggled with the heavy lines designed to hold massive vessels in place when rafting up with other ships or when set into a dock that didn’t have automatic, magnetic clamps. That the lines were covered in dust and spiderwebs showed just how often that occurred.

      “Are you thinkin’ a big payday from the supply ships?” Dunk asked.

      “I doubt we’ll see another payroll run like last time. That was unexpected,” Peyton said.

      “That’s not what the gossip says,” Dunk said. “They say you knew that ship was loaded with gold and that’s why you hit it.”

      “There’s a big difference between knowing something and having some info,” Peyton said.

      “Aren’t you afraid Tsang’s comin’ for us?”

      “They can only kill us once, Dunk,” Peyton said. “We were already marked when we took Ching Shih down. At this point, I could pee on every remaining Tsang captain’s shoes and they wouldn’t want to hunt us more than they do today.”

      “Word is we’ve taken all their sloops. They’re down to cutters and gunboats,” Dunk said. “They’re probably on the run from Soshu.”

      “Or joining forces,” Peyton said. “Look, we’re on a short leash here. Get these down to the starboard airlock.”

      “Nobody’s doing anything there right now,” Dunk said.

      “You’re right,” Peyton agreed. “Don’t let me down, Dunk. This is important.”

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” Dunk said. “Count on me.”

      “I am.”

      Peyton turned away from the large woman and started heading back to the loading bay when she was interrupted. “Trooper, this is Tran, come in,” Tran’s voice sounded in her ear.

      “Go ahead, Tran.”

      “I’ve got Ole on the horn here too,” Tran said. “We’re just crossing the line where we have fifteen minutes left before we take off as planned. Bordeaux is sitting heavy with sixty percent of cargo moved from the transport.”

      “Any estimate on what more you’ll get with another fifteen minutes?”

      “Ten to fifteen percent,” Tran said. “We’re not as well set as Ching Shih for taking on a big load.”

      “Ole, where is Ching Shih at?” Peyton asked.

      “Eight-five percent. I think we’ll get it all if we hustle,” he said.

      “That’s great,” Peyton said with little emotion. She’d already moved to the next phase of their plan and had no interest in celebrating moments they might not live past. “I’m taking an EVA crew outside Ching Shih and, Tran, I need you to organize the same on your side. Lash these cargo ships to our hulls using mooring cleats and heavy lines.”

      “We’ll never be able to reach max acceleration if we do that. Those lashings will break if we get even close to thirty percent,” Tran said.

      “That was my calculation too,” Peyton said. “This is one of those deals where I just need you to trust me. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “Aye, can do,” Tran said. “Skunky, get over here.”

      Peyton rolled her eye and closed the comms. Tran had a habit of talking to other people while he was still connected to comms.

      She turned into the medical bay and found Naga resting in a reclined position with pillows holding her up. “Any trouble getting codes?” Peyton asked.

      “No. But those ship killers won’t attack transports,” Naga said.

      “Wouldn’t that be a nice surprise,” Peyton said. “I’ll send someone in to get those codes from you.”

      “What are you doing?” Naga asked, but it was too late. Peyton had already left the room.

      Peyton glanced at her watch. Time worked against her as she pulled on a vacuum helmet and EVA navigational gear to match her armored suit. In zero-G, moving the heavy lines wasn’t near the task it had been within the ship. The trick was navigating extra mass in the zero-G environment.

      “Trooper, we’ve found two of the lines like you said. Can you explain what we’re supposed to do with them again? If we put these ships together, we won’t be able to accelerate without snapping these lines.” The concern in the man’s voice was understandable.

      “I hate to pull rank, but I need you to get the job done as outlined. You have the diagrams. Let me know when complete,” Peyton said. “That’s an order.”

      “Aye, aye, Trooper.” Peyton could hear the irritation in the reply. The fact was, if her idea didn’t work, they’d be dead, and she wouldn’t have to listen to his gloating over being right. What bothered her most was that she’d poorly planned their escape and was forced to improvise at the last minute.

      Peyton was just finishing up when she received a frantic call from Alli. “Pey, you need to get off the hull. Your last orders were to shove off at full burn ninety seconds from now.”

      “Belay that order,” Peyton said. “And thanks for that reminder. Bordeaux team, how are your lines coming along?”

      “We’ve got one, but we don’t have enough slack for the second. We need another line, but we can’t find one,” the trooper said.

      “Dunk, take off that aft line. I’ve got this side. You bring it back into the hold,” Peyton said. “Move!”

      Peyton scrabbled across Ching Shih’s hull and grabbed onto the line they’d just cleated in place. She fought against the tightly pulled knot, but it came free after a couple of minutes of struggle.

      “Trooper, those ship killers are getting closer,” Alli called over comms.

      “I copy,” Peyton said. “We’re going to need ten more minutes.”

      “That’s cutting it close. They’ll be within ten minutes of contact,” Alli answered.

      “Good copy,” Peyton answered, racing across the hull and flipping her body around and into the airlock. She waited impatiently for the locks to cycle and then raced through the hold, where Ole’s team was disassembling the conveyer track. “Make way,” she called, not bowling into Carbo, who hadn’t reacted fast enough to get out of her way.

      “Oh, Trooper, I’m…” Peyton was already up and moving through the transport, where she found a pair of troopers sifting through the personal effects of the previous crew. They looked guiltily at her, but whatever their story was, she could have cared less about it at that moment.

      “Dunk, give me a status,” Peyton called, flipping switches and powering up the transport’s engine. When they’d captured the two transport ships, their harpoons had interrupted critical circuits. With the harpoons withdrawn, Peyton hoped the engines still had life within them.

      “Just opening the airlock. I got the long line with me. I’m havin’ some trouble getting it spooled.”

      “Just hang onto something,” Peyton said. “Bridge, hold on, I’m moving the ship.”

      “You’re what?” Alli answered almost immediately.

      The transport’s engine caught, and while it ran roughly, it was operational. Peyton urged the paired ships toward Bordeaux.

      “Dunk, you see what we need to do?” Peyton asked.

      “You’re one crazy bastard, Trooper,” Dunk said. “I got you though.”

      “I don’t got you,” Alli added. “I could have just used Ching Shih’s engines.”

      Her question was lost on Peyton as she started pulling at circuits in the transport’s forward bulkhead. With a near-perfect memory for details, Peyton had little difficulty recognizing most of the systems. The system that she was most interested in was the transponder, which identified the transport as belonging to Zona.

      “Tran, get me a pilot onto your transport. And I need someone to rip out that transponder circuit. I’m sending a video for identification of the electronics.”

      “Copy that,” Tran agreed. “By the way, Dunk’s not wrong. This is level one crazy.”

      “Alli, we need Ching Shih back into quiet running mode,” Peyton said. “No external radiation.”

      “We’ve got a transport ship strapped to the hull. We’re hardly stealthy,” Alli said. “Ohhhh. Oh, no. You’re going to play chicken with ship killers. You’re completely nuts.”

      “There seems to be some consensus on this,” Peyton said. “Dunk. Go.”

      “I’ve got it, Trooper,” Dunk said calmly. Peyton watched the woman glide between Ching Shih and Bordeaux from an outside camera, where she was met by a reticent crew. Fortunately, they weren’t about to be shown up by Dunk, so they got to their task right away and finished the lashing.

      “Hey, do you need any help?” Ole asked, leaning into the cockpit. “I’m clearing the ship.”

      “Almost done,” Peyton said, programming an automatic acceleration sequence. “Tran, I’m sending instructions for your transport. I need you to get them programmed in.”

      “So, no on separation? We’re lashed together,” Tran said

      “That’s right. Drop the magnetic boarding lines and close off Bordeaux’s airlock. I’m headed up to the bridge. I’ll conference you in when I get there.”

      Peyton raced from the ship, worked her way through the now-crowded hold and up to C-Deck, where Alli met her at the door.

      “You know, you could have explained this was what you were planning to do,” Alli said.

      “I would have. I made a mistake on fuel reserve calculations,” Peyton said. “I didn’t realize it until I was talking to Naga down in the medical bay.”

      “You need to be better at letting other people in on the plan,” Alli said.

      “Let’s talk about that after we survive this,” Peyton said. “Otherwise, no use in getting yelled at.”

      “Like I’d ever yell at you,” Alli said. “All hands, all essential services will be shut down in thirty seconds. T-minus thirty seconds to silent running.”

      “At least we won’t have to wait long,” Peyton said, looking over Naki’s shoulder at the approaching drones that fully intended to wreck them by a kinetic strike.

      “I don’t completely get it,” Alli said.

      “Naki, at t-minus ten seconds to impact, I want you to retract the mooring cleats.”

      “Aye, Trooper,” Naki answered. “Eighty-two seconds and counting.”

      “What good will that do?” Alli asked.

      “That transport is unloaded and pushing hard. Without those mooring lines holding us together, it’ll bounce off Ching Shih’s hull. With no transponder. They’ll have to take the object with engines flaring.”

      “Unless they don’t,” Alli said.

      “Let’s not even think about that.”
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          DIO’S DRONE WARFARE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New Freedom, Kuiper belt

      

      

      Five weeks, two backtracks, and three close calls with Zona scouts later, Dirty Diablo reached New Freedom concealed deep within the Kuiper belt. The secret rebel base was built in an old mining complex within a large asteroid. Ships were regularly going in and out of the asteroid, but the traffic didn’t show up on any corporate data feeds thanks to Dr. Anton “Anty” Johnson and his team of scientific engineers who managed a large surveillance satellite on Makemake’s moon and were well-paid by Caliber to ensure both the base and traffic remained hidden from all satellite imagery.

      Jai had met Anty on a couple of occasions when the Diablos were hired by Caliber to deliver supplies to the far-flung science station. One of those trips involved a group of disgruntled out-of-work miners who dropped Bode, Wolt, and Dru down a mineshaft and tried to hijack the ship with Jai still inside. The miners had picked the wrong crew to mess with. Jai electrocuted one of them when they tried to break into the ship and Bode wiped out the rest of them.

      They’d been lucky Jai had been on board at the time. After that day, what had always been a general guideline became a rock-solid rule: one crew member would remain on the ship at all times. That generally meant Dru, since she was the ship’s mechanical engineer and when the ship was docked was the best time to work on most projects. This docking was no different. Dirty Diablo had gotten pretty banged up flying through the old battlefield, and Dru had patches to install.

      “Heads up. We have approval to deboard,” Bode’s voice came over the intercom.

      Jai stopped massaging his feet and pulled on his boots. The numbness had only grown, and he had to concentrate on walking. He’d run countless scans on his nanites—when he wasn’t on the bridge watching out for Zona scouts. They were centered in his brain but were located throughout his body. The nanites he sampled from his feet showed no variations to the ones in his arms, which left both Marco and him utterly confused. Jai continued to update his build, but nothing he’d done made even the slightest difference in the nanites’ behavior in his body.

      At least his headaches were gone.

      He took his time coming to his feet and made his way into the hallway. Bode was emerging from the bridge and held up a hand. “You’re staying back. You’re not in any shape to walk through New Freedom, not at its current risk level.”

      Jai motioned to his legs. “I can walk just fine.”

      Bode’s lips thinned. “No, you can’t.”

      After a momentary stare down, Jai asked, “But what about the antinuclei?”

      “Marco will make sure Caelum gets it.”

      “But what if they have questions?”

      “Then I’ll call you via your armlet.”

      Jai sighed. “Fine. Whatever.”

      Bode squeezed his shoulder. “We’ll figure out what’s causing the problems in your legs, I swear it.”

      “I know.” He walked with Bode to where Wolt, Marco, and Torsha stood at the airlock.

      Dru came hustling up from the cargo hold, tapping on her armlet as she walked. “Don’t forget, I need every item on the list I sent you.”

      Wolt smiled, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her. “I won’t forget.”

      “You forgot last time.”

      “That was last time. This is this time.”

      Her brows rose. “Is that supposed to give me confidence?” She turned to the others. “He’s like a cat who jumps at every sparkly thing that catches his eye. He could be the spokesman for ‘easily distracted.’ But anyway, make sure Wolt picks up those things. Otherwise, we’re going to have to go to Calmac Harbor, and I know how much Jai loves that place.”

      Jai’s lips curled in distaste. “I prefer to avoid places where there are people who’d like to see me dead.”

      Wolt chuckled. “If we avoided the places where there are people who want us dead, there aren’t many places left for us to go.”

      “I’ll make sure we pick up the materials,” Bode said to Dru.

      “Good. In the meantime, I’ll take advantage of the artificial atmosphere here in the docks and start opening up the hull.”

      “Jai can help. He’s staying onboard too,” Bode said.

      Dru’s initial glance of surprise morphed into a smile. “Good. I’ll put him to work.”

      Jai made eye contact with Marco. “You have all the data on the antinuclei?”

      Marco nodded. “All of it. Our work will save a lot of lives.”

      “I hope so,” Jai said.

      “I’ll check back in three hours. Keep the ship in standby mode,” Bode said before opening both airlock doors. He didn’t need to say, in case we need to get the hell out of here fast. Everyone knew that New Freedom was in Zona’s crosshairs.

      “Be careful out there,” Dru said, then added, “Torsha, good luck out there.”

      Torsha put on a brave face, but Jai saw the insecurity under there. “I will. And you all be careful. Freedom Rider’s captain knows the location of New Freedom, which means Zona knows the location. It’s not safe to be associated with Caliber right now.”

      “It never was,” Bode said, and the group headed onto the ramp.

      Jai rushed behind them. “Torsha, wait up.”

      She paused and turned. Where Bode and Wolt were heavily armed, Torsha carried a small bag of items the crew had scrounged together for her. The crew had voted. Jai was the only one who voted to allow Torsha to remain on board. But he voted out of a sense of obligation to his first love. Every time he looked at her, he still saw the drone who’d mercilessly injected him with cyclogenes. It wasn’t fair to her. She’d done nothing to deserve any of what’d been done to her and done through her.

      “I…” his voice faltered, not knowing what to say to her.

      She pressed a finger to his lips. “You don’t have to say anything. Take care of yourself, Jai. I mean it.”

      He hugged her then. It was a deep, heartfelt embrace that conveyed everything he didn’t know how to tell her. When he finally released her, her eyes glistened with tears. She turned abruptly away and followed the group down the ramp.

      He watched her go.

      She stopped at the bottom of the ramp, pointed at a transport three bays down, turned, and spoke loudly back to Jai. She was frowning. “Look up the logs on that transport. It looks a lot like one that docked at Freedom Rider back when…well, you know when.”

      Jai frowned. “But I thought New Freedom identified all ships with possibly compromised crews.”

      “Maybe they did. Just double-check. For me.”

      He gave a single nod. “I will.”

      Then she left. Jai remained on the ramp, watching her leave, until she was out of his line of sight. Jai wondered if he’d ever see her again, and he regretted not telling her everything he wanted to tell her. His vision blurred with unspent tears.

      Dru called out from the ship, “Put on your grubbies. You and I are going to be working on some hydraulic lines.”

      “Okay. I just gotta check out one thing first.” He hastily wiped his eyes and hustled to his bunk, stumbling only once along the way. There, he entered Caliber’s docking system to where he could pull up the data on the transport. It was all in order. The logs looked spot-on. It wasn’t until he scrolled back three months that he noticed the timestamps didn’t sync up. There was a week missing, and he’d bet that missing week was exactly when the transport was docked at Freedom Rider.

      He rushed off a message to let Caelum know, since evidently Caelum was the highest-ranking Caliber officer currently at New Freedom and—hopefully—not infected with cyclogenes.

      “Jai, anytime now!” Dru’s shout echoed down the ship’s passageway.

      “Coming!”

      He made his way to where Dru had opened the cargo bay and had her entire arm shoved into an open panel. She nodded toward another open panel where one line was dripping a dark oil. “Patch that.”

      He glanced down at his clothes and then back at her. “I need to change first.”

      She sighed. “Of course you do.”
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        * * *

      

      Grime covered at least eighty percent of Jai’s body by the time he’d finished patching the line and being Dru’s gopher, grabbing whatever she needed and doing whatever she said. They were sitting on top of Dirty Diablo, spraying a new coat of sealant around a dented external panel when the entire dock quaked. The informational screens placed on the walls of the docks all flashed atmospheric warnings.

      Jai and Dru gave each other a wide-eyed look.

      “That felt like an explosion,” Jai said.

      “We’d better get back inside and close up in case we lose our air,” she said.

      They hustled, sliding down the hull to drop onto the cargo bay ramp. Dru landed deftly on her feet. Jai didn’t. He landed wrong on his feet, rolled his ankle, and ended up in a heap. He imagined it would’ve hurt if he could feel it. As it was, his foot and ankle did not want to obey as he struggled to his feet.

      Dru hurried over and helped him to his feet. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Then get onto the network and see what’s happening out there. I’ll message the boys as soon as I have this all buckled up.”

      “You don’t have to. We’re back,” Bode said, and he and Wolt jogged up the ramp to the cargo hold. “But I agree about getting this buckled up.”

      Wolt drove in a cart filled with materials. “Sounds like there was a bombing at the command center. Whatever it was is causin’ a heap of chaos.”

      “Think it’s time to say goodbye to New Freedom?” Dru asked.

      “Not yet,” Bode said. “Sounds like we’ve got a job on the docket. Likely flying out VIPs in case things go further south here. Depending on how many folks charter a flight, it could be one of our best paying gigs yet.”

      Wolt parked the cart, and Dru began rummaging through the materials. “Did you get everything I asked for?”

      Wolt beamed. “Of course.”

      “And the cart?” she asked.

      Wolt shrugged. “It’s a rental, but with how things are going out there, I don’t think they’ll charge us for it.”

      She cocked her head at it. “A cart could come in handy.”

      “We’re returning it. It’s charged to my account,” Bode said.

      Wolt shrugged again, giving a sheepish grin. He turned to Jai. “Hey, Puck, I got you a present.”

      Jai’s eyes narrowed. “You got me a present?”

      “Did I stutter? Yeah, I got ya something. Hold on.” Wolt dug through the materials, pulled out a stick, and tossed it over to Jai.

      Jai held it up. “You got me a cane?”

      Wolt grinned. “Yep! A walking stick just like Gramps used to have.”

      “But you’re an orphan, like me,” Jai said.

      Wolt shrugged. “If I had a gramps, I imagine he’d have one just like this. Cheap but surprisingly useful for its size. Like you.”

      Jai rolled his eyes, then looked over the cane with a curved handle. It was made of various dark-colored composite materials swirled together, likely printed using leftovers of various materials. “Thank you, I think.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Bode spoke then. “Jai, I need you at the computer, keeping an eye on the news. If there’re any more bombings, we’re going to leave, job or no job.”

      “I’ll get right on it,” Jai said. His leg nearly buckled as he took his first step. His ankle didn’t seem to want to bear weight, and he suspected he’d twisted it worse than he thought. He used the cane to stabilize himself.

      “See? Works good, doesn’t it? Now, ain’t I the most thoughtful fellow on this ship?” Wolt asked.

      “If you’re so thoughtful, how about you help me and Bode unload this cart?” Dru asked.

      “Of course, darling. Your wish is my command.”

      Jai made his way down the passageway, leaning heavily on the cane. He’d never admit it to Wolt, but it really did make walking easier. For one thing, he didn’t have to use the wall for support anymore. When he reached his bunk, he pulled up New Freedom’s broadcast channels.

      The channels were filled with updates on the bombing, which he learned had actually been four bombs set off simultaneously at four different areas of the command center. Communications, surveillance, operations, and the control tower were all down, with many of the specialists working in those areas now dead, essentially crippling the command structure.

      Caelum was broadcasting on one of those channels. She had been outside the command center at the time of the bombings. The general looked different from what Jai had expected from the woman who led Caliber’s rebel forces. Jai had envisioned a tall, strongly built woman, but this Caelum was thin and short and had thinning white hair. Though Jai admitted she had a presence to her that showed through the screen as she spoke.

      “…This is absolute proof that Zona is aware of New Freedom. That means this colony is no longer a safe haven for you and your families. A task force is being formed to assist with the evacuation of New Freedom. Transports will temporarily relocate colonists to various colonies and stations located throughout the Kuiper belt. We will have you return to your home here at New Freedom once we resolve the Zona threat.

      “All Zona spies responsible for these cowardly attacks have been killed. Security agents are hunting for accomplices. Everyone—and I mean everyone, regardless of age—will be scanned. Participate and we can quickly move past this difficult time. If you try to evade being scanned, agents will assume you are a Zona spy. You will not be arrested or detained. You will be killed. Drastic measures are required to protect the families who live in New Freedom.

      “Caliber has never planned to attack a colony. We have always focused entirely on the corporations themselves. Zona has shown us today that they have no qualms about attacking colonies. Therefore, the time for secrecy is over. All agents have been recalled. Caliber will no longer hide in the shadows. As of today, we will enter the light and fight the corporate scourge in the open. Our vision of a future that is free from corporations has not changed. We have all known and discussed the possibility that a corporation could strike first. This changes nothing. Together, we will free this system from the corporate stranglehold that’s been placed on us, our loved ones, and our ancestors before us. Remain strong and vigilant, and freedom will prevail.”

      Caelum’s announcement was on a loop and began again after a five-second message that listed evacuation logistics.

      Jai flipped through several other channels when his comm app beeped. Marco Rocha was calling. Jai accepted the call right away, and Marco’s visage appeared on-screen. Funny thing about Marco—even with the command center being bombed, his features bore no outward signs of strain.

      “Hey, Marco. What’s up?”

      “I don’t have time to spare, so I’ll get straight to the point, Jai. I assumed you’ve seen what happened at Caliber’s command center?”

      “I have. Was it Dio’s drones?”

      Marco nodded. “More teams were compromised than we’d estimated. We had thought they would come at our leadership team. We didn’t expect them to take out all the support staff. That’s why I need your help down here. Caelum asked me to set up an emergency command center. I need a blink in there with me.”

      Jai frowned. He had a crew to support. “How many blinks do you have now?”

      “Counting me? One. There are no others left at New Freedom. The drone that wiped out the cyber ops team was thorough. We need to provide cyber ops support until we can evacuate the colony. We have four thousand lives counting on us, Jai.”

      Jai grimaced. “I need to talk to my captain first.”

      Marco nodded tightly. “I’ll call you back in ten minutes.”

      He disconnected, and Jai made his way to the cargo hold where Bode, Dru, and Wolt were finishing unloading the material. Jai filled them in.

      “It’s your call,” Bode said. “Things aren’t safe on New Freedom right now, and the makeshift command center will have a bullseye on it. You’ll be putting your life in danger by being there. If you stay here, we’ll be running constant evacuations—taking about twenty people at a time from the docks to the larger transports waiting above New Freedom.”

      Jai thought for a moment, then gulped. “I need to be at the command center monitoring all the networks for trouble so everyone can evacuate. If I stay on the ship, I won’t be able to help the others evacuate.”

      Bode nodded. “I figured you’d say that. All right. Keep your comms on and keep me updated. Even if you’re on loan to Marco, you’re still on my crew.”

      “I will.”

      Bode held up a finger. “And I’ll call you on our last pickup. No matter what’s going on with New Freedom, you’re evacuating with us.”

      “You better wait for me.”

      “Then you better not be late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 17

          FEALTY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kuiper belt

      

      

      “Release the transport,” Peyton ordered, even though she was certain the action would be taken without her saying.

      Without active sensors, Ching Shih had only passive optical lenses to observe the tiny, fast-approaching drone ships that carried enough mass to cause devastating damage. If she were on a larger vessel, the appropriate countermeasures were to strike the drone with any kinetic or energy weapon to hinder its ability to make course changes and then step out of its way. Ching Shih had no such weapons that were long enough range and accurate enough to achieve that result.

      “We’re released,” Naki said.

      At first, it didn’t appear that the two vessels were parting. Peyton tamped down her fear that something had failed with the release. Damaged, the transport engines still produced enough power to break free from Ching Shih.

      “Six…five…” Naki verbally counted down.

      At two, Peyton’s remarkable eyesight finally found the tiny vessels with the aid of Ching Shih’s optics. It was impossible to know the ship killer’s actual trajectory without Ching Shih’s full sensor suite. It also didn’t matter. There was nothing that could be done.

      “Minus one…minus two…three…” Naki continued his count.

      Ching Shih shuddered as a wave of debris and gasses billowed out into space from the transport.

      “You were successful,” Zheng said quietly.

      Peyton had invited the older Tsang captain to observe what were possibly their final moments.

      “Naki, get a scope on Bordeaux,” Peyton ordered.

      Like Ching Shih, Bordeaux had survived the ordeal without consequence.

      “That was a risky plan, Captain,” Zheng said. “You are to be commended for coming up with such tactical brilliance while in the stress of the moment.”

      “High praise,” Peyton said, inspecting small reports of damage from Ole.

      At first, Peyton didn’t realize anything had happened. Alli’s quick breath and her hand over her mouth drew her attention back to Zheng. The woman was on her knees and looking up at Peyton. She had a small, jeweled dagger in her hand. But instead of presenting a threat, she had the tip of the dagger placed on her chest. A small rivulet of blood ran down the graceful woman’s chest, staining the robe she wore. Peyton’s eyes flicked back to Zombie Bob, who pointed a blaster at the woman’s head.

      “What are you doing, Zheng? There is no threat here,” Peyton said.

      “I pledge myself to you,” Zheng said. “I would rather die this moment with my honor than be kept as a guest with no standing. I see how you treat even the least recruit. I have thought long about what you seek. I wish to join you. I offer my life.”

      Peyton questioned where the woman had kept the small knife she now held to her own breast. That it wasn’t made of metal suggested it could have been just about anywhere and avoided their security scans.

      “Why now?”

      “Your strategy belies an agenda of greatness,” Zheng said. “Pirates seek wealth. And, at first, I thought that was the reason for your attack on Bordeaux.”

      “It was,” Peyton said. “Ching Shih was damaged and needed ship repairs. Precious metals are the only currency accepted out here.”

      “I have puzzled greatly at your desire to capture a Zona supply convoy,” Zheng said. “Why not a merchant convoy? With your aggressive tactics, you could certainly take all but the largest. There would be much wealth available.”

      “Not the kind of wealth I need,” Peyton said.

      “That is my point,” Zheng said. “You are preparing for the end of this great war between the titans. You gather power to you as easily as a bee gathers pollen. I am no different from the others on this vessel. I am yours to command if you would have me.”

      “I think you give me too much credit,” Peyton said.

      “I do not,” Zheng said. “Please choose. If it is your will that I pass this day, please release me to the stars so that I might look on them forever.”

      “Then join us, Zheng of Rat Troop,” Peyton said. “You will serve first as a recruit, your share dictated by our fortune. Your job will be to serve my daily needs. Betray me and you will receive no honor in your passing. Your body will be returned to a station where it will be offered up for recycling.”

      Zheng visibly shuddered at Peyton’s proclamation. It was rarely talked about but well known that death on a station was rarely wasted. The most pleasant rumor was the use of recently deceased as food for fish farms. There were other rumors.

      “I accept this commission,” Zheng said, holding the dagger in her hand out to Peyton, the tip still pointing back at the kneeling woman.

      “Get up,” Peyton said, pushing the weapon back to Zheng. “The bridge crew has been operating without rest or refreshment for over ten hours. While not your normal job, I need your assistance in this.”

      “It will be my pleasure,” Zheng said, bowing.

      After the woman was excused from the bridge, Alli gave Peyton a questioning look but didn’t pursue it. “I’ll let Ole know about your assignment,” she said instead.

      “Naki, tight beam with Bordeaux, please,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, aye.”

      “Bordeaux, this is Ching Shih. Come in,” Naki called.

      “Ching Shih, you have Bordeaux,” Tran answered.

      “How’d Bordeaux fare, Tran?” Peyton asked.

      “Minimal damage, all things considered. We lost a seal on the lower deck. We’re trying to get access to the compartment right now. It’s slow because we don’t want to vent any gasses and get a repeat of that last attack.”

      “Are you capable of normal acceleration?”

      “We’re operating at full capacity. And I’d like to stress the word fully,” Tran said. “We loaded fifty-five tons into our hold though. If we were asea, we’d be taking water over our gunnels. So we haven’t lost any thrust, but we’ll lose at least ten percent on our normal acceleration.”

      “That’s acceptable,” Peyton said. “I’ve got a navigation plan for the first leg of our return trip. Ms. Naki will transmit it now.”

      “Where are we headed?”

      “Let’s talk about that in person,” Peyton said. “In twenty-four hours, we’ll raft up and allow for crew transfers. In the meanwhile, find a crate loaded with the good stuff and let your crew enjoy themselves. We’ve pulled off the impossible today. I’ll make an all-fleet announcement a little later today to congratulate the troops.”

      “Aye, that’d be good,” Tran said. “There’s a bit of concern that the gold will be light this time.”

      “I’ll address it,” Peyton said.

      “I’ll work on an initial inventory,” Tran said. “We have some very promising crates that, if labeled correctly, are going to make you a very happy Trooper.”

      “I look forward to it. Do you have your navigation plan?”

      “We’re ready to go, and hey, Trooper, that whole misdirect with the empty transports was brilliant,” Tran said. “Bordeaux out.”
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          THE ZONA FLEET COMETH
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      Jai was not having fun. Besides him, only three other volunteers had come to help out in the makeshift tech center. Unfortunately, Jai was one of only two techs still alive on New Freedom with any experience operating complex surveillance systems. Marco was the other one, and he was busy overseeing the cyclogene scans and antinuclei injections for anyone found infected with Dio’s nanites, since the process was as much a technological effort as it was a medical effort. That meant Jai was basically running Caliber’s tech operations. He figured he had the easier job, not having to deal with people…other than the three volunteers, two of which seemed to have a contest involving who could ask the most questions. Fortunately, all three had been quiet once they got the hang of the simple job of monitoring ships around New Freedom’s quadrant and looking for discrepancies.

      He was currently choking down a protein bar while he scanned the outer quadrant for ships that weren’t supposed to be there. If the bar had any sort of flavor, it’d faded sometime since the long-passed expiration date, and water did little to help him swallow the chunky, chalky brick.

      One of his screens displayed camera views of New Freedom. Marco had various scanner teams going door to door, with his team going straight to the known drones, thanks to intel from infected rebels who’d received antinuclei. Once the cyclogenes were cleared from their bodies, those who’d been infected fed Caliber everything they knew.

      Even armed with intel, the scanning teams were having a rough go at it. Dio drones obviously tried to avoid being scanned, but there were others too trying to avoid the medical scans for no other reason than they didn’t want scanned. Maybe some had illegal implants while others distrusted scanners. Those who fought back were shoved to the ground and scanned. Those who tried to run were shot, and from the holes in their backs, the rebels weren’t using stunners. So far, according to the data feed coming from the medical scanners, twenty-six rebels had been drones, and that included the four now dead who’d conducted suicide bombings and killings in Caliber’s command center.

      That was a lot more than Jai expected, though he didn’t really know what to expect. Torsha had said she’d infected half the crew of Freedom Rider before Wolt grabbed her. She’d said that the injector implanted in her palm shot a concentrated dosage of the cyclogenes in her body—the dose was so concentrated that it took her a day to replenish. That meant that the delivery drone at New Freedom had been there for a month before being caught by Marco’s team. Long enough to plan out the attacks on the command center. Long enough to infiltrate every Caliber team with access to critical systems and data.

      It was safe to say that the future wasn’t looking so good for the rebellion. Caliber was exposed and New Freedom was in danger. The first order of business was to get everyone out of New Freedom. Every small Caliber-friendly ship in the quadrant was currently making trips up and down to New Freedom’s docks to transport people (after they’ve been scanned and cleared) to the four transports waiting above the asteroid. Jai could imagine how annoyed his crew was with passengers by now after at least four, maybe five, shuttle runs. Though, as bad as they had it, they wouldn’t want to be in his shoes: stuck in a sinking ship, er, asteroid, in this case.

      Once the four transports were loaded, they’d move out at maximum speed to temporary safe places that weren’t known Caliber locations and then regroup to launch their rebellion against Zona and the other corporations. General Caelum was working on those logistics. Moving thousands of people was bound to be noticed, but since New Freedom was deep in the Kuiper belt, the area least patrolled by the corporations, they had a chance.

      “I think I found something,” one of the volunteers said.

      Jai couldn’t remember her name. In fact, he wasn’t sure they’d even exchanged names. Things had been a bit hectic.

      Jai jumped to his feet and rushed over. The woman pointed to a blip on his screen. “It’s not broadcasting an identifier.”

      Jai squinted at the blip, then he closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “That’s because it’s a rock. They don’t have identifiers.”

      She leaned closer to scrutinize the blip. “You sure?”

      “Yeah. Pretty sure.”

      Jai returned to his seat. As soon as he sat down, there was a knock on the door. He trudged over to the door and pressed the comm. “What’s up?”

      “It’s me, Jai. Let me in,” Torsha said.

      He unlocked the door—it had to be locked due to security protocols—and Torsha rushed inside. He’d hoped to see her again, but he hadn’t expected to see her again so soon. “What are you—”

      “Have you seen the news?” she interrupted.

      “No. Why?”

      “Turn on Free Beacon.”

      He strode over to a computer that wasn’t being used and opened up Free Beacon’s network signal. The headline explained everything.

      Zona-Setteri War is over. Setteri to be absorbed into Zona.

      Jai ran a hand through his hair. “Well, shit.”

      “That’s the understatement of the year,” she said. “Without Setteri keeping the Zona fleet busy, guess where they’re going to focus their firepower?”

      Jai swallowed. “Caliber.”

      “Oh my god,” one of the volunteers said from right behind Jai. He jumped to see that all three had left their workstations and were reading the newsfeed from over Jai’s shoulder.

      “Good thing we’re evacuating New Freedom sooner rather than later,” Jai said.

      “Good thing,” Torsha echoed, then gave him a grave expression. “Jai, I think it’s a good idea for you to head back to your crew.”

      He shook his head. “I told Marco I’d stay here until everyone’s evacuated.” When he noticed one of the volunteers fidgeting and eying the door, he added, “There’s no sign of Zona yet and we’ve already caught all the drones, so there’s nothing to worry about. Let’s all get back to work. We’ve got a lot of people counting on us to be their eyes in the sky.”

      Torsha pointed to the computers. “Let me help. I’m trained for this sort of thing.”

      Jai hesitated, and they both noticed. “Yeah, grab this station,” he said, trying to cover.

      She gave him a weak smile. “It’s okay, Jai. I don’t blame you for not trusting me. I screwed over a lot of people, including you. You have no reason to forgive me. I don’t forgive me.”

      Jai grabbed her hands. “Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself. I do forgive you. You were as much a victim as I was.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “I mean it, Torsha,” he said.

      The expression on her face gutted him. It was full of depression and self-loathing, and he hated to see the woman he cared about hurting like that. Unable to find the right words to convince her, he pulled her closer and kissed her. It was just a gentle press against her lips before he pulled back and then he embraced her. At first, she stood stiffly. Slowly, reluctantly, her arms wrapped around him. He held onto her as her embrace tightened and he felt a silent sob vibrate through her.

      “I forgive you,” he whispered.

      Her fingers clutched his shirt as she held on until, finally, she backed away. Her eyes were red and wet, and she turned away from him, hastily wiping her tears. “So, which station did you want me to take?”

      Jai motioned to the nearest one again. “This one’s open. We’re scanning all traffic in this quadrant for bogeys. I’ll send you an area to cover.”

      “I found something,” the guy said.

      “Another rock?” Jai asked. The guy’s pale expression caused Jai to rush over. “Show me.”

      He pointed. This time, the blip was obvious. Groups of rocks didn’t travel in formation. Jai reached around to throw the display onto the larger screen. Six ships, moving in battle group formation, had entered the quadrant.

      Torsha sucked in a breath. “It’s Zona. They’re coming here.”

      “How much time do we have?” one of the volunteers asked.

      Jai tapped the battle group and measured the distance between it and New Freedom. “Four hours at their current speed.” A battle group was bad, but nearly all of Caliber’s fleet was in the quadrant. “It’s just a battle group. Caelum can overpower them.”

      A second set of blips entered the quadrant in the same formation. A few seconds later, a third and then a fourth set entered. Jai blanched as even more battle groups entered New Freedom’s quadrant. Behind them came destroyers. When the carriers came, his tension turned him into ice. All the ships were broadcasting their identifiers because they didn’t care about stealth. They knew the rebels would never have time to escape. The largest of the carriers was a ship that both Jai and Torsha knew well. They’d both been stationed there following the Academy. “That’s the Bold Umbra,” he said lightly. “That’s General Batteaux’s ship.”

      “No,” a volunteer exclaimed. “If he’s coming here…”

      “He’s bringing the entire Zona fleet with him,” Jai finished for her.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours.

      That was nowhere near enough time to evacuate the remaining rebels and their families from New Freedom. The shuttles had already been moving as fast as they could. The docks could support only so many launches at a time. General Caelum hadn’t announced the fleet’s impending arrival to the general population yet to not cause mass turmoil. Jai could see her point. He could imagine evacuees trying to swamp Dirty Diablo to escape. That was why he’d notified Bode right after he called Caelum and Marco.

      A response had been near instantaneous. Get to docks. Pick up in 1 hour.

      Jai felt sorry for those who wouldn’t make it off New Freedom, but he was getting nervous about being away from his crew when a corporate fleet was headed straight for New Freedom. He had no illusions about what was going to happen. Zona—and General Batteaux especially—were known for their brutality. Caliber was a known threat against the corporation, which meant that Batteaux would eliminate that threat with extreme prejudice. Anyone within firing range when the fleet arrived didn’t stand a chance.

      He transferred the quadrant scan to his armlet so he could track the incoming fleet. He stood to find the volunteers waiting at the door.

      “Marco said that Dock Four would guarantee passage to everyone helping out at the command center. Use passcode 865 to get onboard,” Jai said. “Be safe.”

      “There’s got to be something more we can do,” Torsha said, still sitting at her station.

      Jai shrugged. “There’s nothing. This is an asteroid with a single set of docks and no evac pods. Shuttles are the only way in or out of this place.”

      “Wait. What about the old mines?” one of the volunteers asked.

      Jai frowned. “What mines?”

      “Before New Freedom, this was an old mining asteroid.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He’d forgotten with all the other things weighing on his mind.

      “I’ve never heard anything about mines here,” another volunteer said.

      “Gramps told me about it. The shafts were sealed after the metals were mined out. If they’re deep enough, they could work like bomb shelters,” she said.

      “If they’re deep enough to withstand the bombings,” Torsha said, then she held up a finger. “But they wouldn’t have to be very deep. Zona will use their photon cannons, which don’t go deep.”

      Jai considered it. “If we could open up the tunnels, people could hide in them until after Zona leaves. That’s a great idea, uh…”

      “Selene. My name’s Selene.”

      “I knew that.”

      “I told you three times already,” she muttered under her breath. “Anyway, check the old maps. They’ve got to be there somewhere.” She opened the door.

      “You’re still leaving?” Torsha asked her.

      “Of course. I’m taking a shuttle while I still can. I don’t want to die in a cave-in.”

      She didn’t wait for Torsha to argue with her. The three volunteers left in a hurry.

      Jai turned back to Torsha. “You should go with them. Get on a shuttle while you can.”

      Her brows lifted. “While you stay here playing hero?”

      “I’m no hero,” he said. “I’m just doing some quick searches and relaying the information to Caelum, who has the resources to get people into those tunnels. Then we’re getting the hell out of here and back to the docks to meet up with the Dirty Diablo.”

      She seemed confused. “I’m not coming with you, Jai.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “I can’t. Bode made it clear. He doesn’t trust me. He could’ve thrown me out of an airlock instead of dropping me off here—I would’ve thrown me out of an airlock if I was in his shoes. He didn’t, but he also made it clear I’m on my own.”

      Jai shook his head. “I don’t care. I’m not leaving you behind.” Not again.

      She chuckled in a poor attempt to cover her nervousness. “Don’t worry about me none, Jai. I’ll hitch the next shuttle ride out of here. The Caliber shuttle’s still running.”

      Jai watched her. “But I want you to come with me.”

      Her smile was sad, forlorn. “I know. But us? Together? That’s in the past, and there’s a lot of history screwing with my head right now. I need space to get my head back on straight. There are too many demons dancing around up here already. And if we have any chance at being together again, we need to be apart for a while.”

      “We can work through your demons together,” he offered.

      “No, we can’t. This is something I gotta do on my own.” She nodded toward the screen displaying the approaching fleet. “Now, how about you get to work so we can get ourselves down to the docks?”

      Jai spent the next five minutes locating the maps to the old mines and sending the information to Caelum and Marco. Caelum didn’t respond. Marco did.

      Activate the construction drones and send their manager credentials to me. I have several maintenance operators on board with me who can run them to clear one of the mine entrances. Then you need to broadcast the location of the entrance to everyone still in New Freedom. Good work. See you at the rendezvous coordinates.

      Jai frowned. “On board? Marco’s already off New Freedom.”

      “We should be too,” Torsha said.

      “Give me three minutes, then we’re out of here. I’ve just gotta hand off some tech to Marco first.”

      Torsha was quiet while he worked, busy watching the incoming fleet on the large screen.

      Twenty-six minutes.

      Jai needed to quit checking his armlet to see when Dirty Diablo would be at the docks. The makeshift command center was only a ten-minute walk under good circumstances, but these weren’t good circumstances. Between Jai’s weakening legs and the mass exodus underway, they were going to be cutting it close.

      Surprisingly, it took him only a minute. His fingers practically flew over the keyboard so fast, he seemed to know exactly which directories to look for. Adrenaline was a wonderful thing, he thought. As soon as he activated the robots and transferred control to Marco, he shoved away from his desk.

      “I’m all done. Let’s get out of here,” he said.

      He went to stand, but his legs gave out and he collapsed to the floor.

      “Jai!” Torsha rushed over. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” he grumbled. “My body’s still adjusting to the beta nanites I used against Dio’s cyclogenes.”

      “Have you tried the ones you used on me? I don’t have any lasting effects, though I wish you programmed them to make me forget everything I did when I was infected,” she said.

      “I tried them,” he said.

      She helped him to his feet and handed him his cane. “You’ll figure it out. I know you will.”

      An alarm blared. Jai and Torsha glanced at the screen just as the Zona fleet engaged the Caliber defense line. Smaller ships and the four cylindrical transports were shooting away from the area, but several groups of Zona ships followed, firing at them.

      Sparks flew from a transport lagging behind the others as shots flashed off its hull. One shot hit an engine, causing the entire ship to explode into a fireball that was quickly extinguished by the lack of atmosphere.

      “No.” The word escaped on Jai’s breath.

      Torsha’s eyes had grown wide. “They’re engaging early. We should’ve had another hour yet.”

      “Tell that to Batteaux.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 19

          HONZO REEF

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kuiper belt

      

      

      Peyton tipped back a glass of sparkly liquid, the likes of which she hadn’t had since her graduation ball on Venus. And while Ole had suggested she claim the entire crate of sparkling wine, she’d ordered it split amongst the troopers, leaving only half a dozen bottles for the officer core. Having developed no taste for the expensive bottle, she found it mostly tasted of fizzy old grapes. However, the victory the stolen wine represented was not lost on her, and she politely toasted with her team.

      “We’re still cataloging the small pieces. A hundred forty-five combined tons is a lot,” Ole said.

      “Give it to me in broad strokes,” Peyton said.

      “Well, we did find a good amount of ordnance and armor, mostly personnel based,” Ole said. “Combat rifles, batteries, a couple of cases of explosive thread, a case of plum grenades, and a whole lot of completely unused combat armor. And I mean new. Still has that plastic scratch film on the visors.”

      “How many suits?” Peyton asked.

      “Thirty, I think,” Ole said.

      Peyton glanced at Tran and the Carlot, as they’d both been trained at the Academy and had plenty of experience in armor. A squad of eight was fearsome, but a company of thirty was a serious force.

      “We don’t have that many who can wear them,” Carlot immediately acknowledged.

      “Not yet,” Tran said. “I did some figuring. We can probably field an even two dozen and still keep the lights on in both ships. That’s three squads if we want to run eights.”

      “Who’s the third sergeant if we go that way?” Carlot asked.

      “Seriously?” Ole complained. “Stop talking in code. I don’t even know who the first two are.”

      “Tran and Carlot,” Peyton filled in. “They both have experience running small teams. What about Pack?”

      “He could do it,” Carlot said. “But I’d want to keep him close.”

      “What about Skaz?” Peyton asked. She’d purposefully chosen one of Ole’s top personnel to mollify his growing concern for the conversation that was leaving him behind.

      “Skaz is plenty bright,” Ole said gruffly. “No formal training that I know of though, since that’s so important.”

      “No room for ego, Ole,” Peyton reprimanded. “Who do you want leading heavily armored troopers into combat more? Someone who’s trained endlessly for weeks on the best way to keep their troops alive or someone who’s just figuring out how to put on the armor?”

      “It’s like you all have your own little club,” he said.

      “We do,” Peyton said. “And we want as many troopers to join it as possible. Do you think Skaz can deal with getting told what’s what about how to move an armored squad through a ship for a couple of weeks?”

      “He will if I tell him to,” Ole said. “If Tran takes a squad, who’s running Bordeaux?”

      “How are you set for a second, Tran?”

      “Honestly? Not very well,” Tran answered.

      “It’s either you, Ole, or Alli,” Peyton said. “I’m not going outside our circle with something as important as a ship. Give me some pros and cons.”

      “I don’t want the job,” Ole said. “I’ll do it if you press, but I can’t leave my position right now. Who’d look after all our supplies and make sure people get paid out?”

      “Alli?”

      “I like hanging around here,” she said. “But I’m kind of coasting right now. Can I take Carbo?”

      “No way,” OIe said. “He’s our best cook.”

      “He won’t be if I tell him to only cook burned beans for you,” Alli said.

      “Wait, I knew you guys were talking,” Ole said. “Are you guys getting serious? Aren’t there rules about fraternization between enlisted and officers?”

      “Our business is our own,” Alli said. “If you need to know, he’s sweet on me and I like it.”

      “You can pick your crew, Alli,” Peyton said. “And before you get after me too much, Ole, I bet Carbo has a couple of folks he’s been training.”

      “Who am I to stand in the way of love for perfectly baked cinnamon rolls,” Ole sighed.

      “Lots of armor,” Peyton said. “What else?”

      “Personal products, soaps, lotions, disposable paper, and just about anything you can think about. Filtration products for air handlers. Some very specific replacement parts for equipment we don’t have. We also found eighty kilograms of gold, all in coin form.

      “The remainder is food. There are two categories; food you want to eat and MREs. There’s not near as much of the semi-fresh, but for only thirty-five of us, we’ll eat well for several weeks. On the other hand, twenty-four thousand MREs at current count. Honestly, I think we just gave up counting once we got past twenty thousand. It’s a ridiculous amount of food.

      “Other than that, there are some tools. Our mechanics tell us they’re useful, but we got along before. I’m not sure how these new tools make things better,” Ole finished.

      “Nice of them to throw in some precious so we can pay the crew,” Peyton said.

      “As big and bad as Zona is, there are still people who need to be bribed,” Ole said.

      “Where are we headed?” Tran asked. “I’m positive you’ve got at least another dog-leg in this journey.”

      “I was hoping we’d pick up armor,” Peyton said. “I wasn’t expecting that much food. Where I’m taking us, that will turn into a significant advantage.”

      “Come on, out with it,” Alli said.

      “Honzo Reef,” Peyton said. “Soshu side, if it still exists.”

      “Oh, ho, ho, ho,” Ole chuckled. “You’re bat-shit crazy. That place was a complete damn zoo last time we were there. Zombies nearly overran us last time. They were everywhere. We barely escaped.”

      “I appreciate your vote of confidence, Ole,” Peyton said. “With thirty armored Rat Troopers, there’s nothing at Honzo Reef that would last more than thirty minutes. Although, ideally, we’d find a way to negotiate.”

      “Negotiate for what?” Ole asked.

      “Honzo Reef has fuel, water, and most importantly, it’s off the grid. It’s a wasteland,” Zheng said.

      “Fuel?” Tran asked.

      “Sure, if you can get to it,” Zheng said. “Why do you think Soshu and Tsang were going at it so hard? Honzo Reef was abandoned because of a biological agent scare. People simply fled.”

      “And you knew this,” Alli said, looking at Peyton. “How?”

      “You should spend some time talking with Birdy,” Peyton said. “She was on Honzo Reef when it was first abandoned.”

      “Are we going to take the fuel or trade for it?” Carlot asked. “Seems like we could do either.”

      “We’ll have to see what state the zombies are in when we get there,” Peyton said.
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        * * *

      

      Four days later, Peyton stood in the hold with fourteen armored Rat Trooper, plus Carlot and Tran rounding out to an even sixteen. They’d trained long hours on maneuvers, and while all had made great strides in operating with the armor, only fourteen were far enough along to be qualified for a mission that would start against armed combatants.

      “Anyone else getting a sick feeling in their gut approaching this hell hole?” Alli asked from the relative safety of Bordeaux’s bridge.

      “Not helpful, Alli,” Peyton said, adjusting her armor.

      She’d chosen not to put on the thick plates of the squads but instead wore her custom fit, much less durable armor. If they entered an extended firefight, it would turn out to be a mistake. That wearing the figure-hugging, expensive armor bolstered the confidence of her troopers wasn’t lost on her. For some reason that she hadn’t wanted to explore too deeply, men and women alike were drawn to her. And while she could excuse all of that because of her power as their leader, the words of General Armond Batteaux echoed in her head, chastising her for not using what he’d described as her remarkable figure to full advantage.

      “You’ll get your squad soon enough, Skaz,” Peyton said, clapping the fierce trooper on the shoulder. “I need you to show us what you’ve got today.”

      “Aye, Trooper, you can count on me,” Skaz answered.

      She continued to work her way through the squad, who were understandably nervous as Ching Shih approached the airlock on Honzo Reef that Soshu had last controlled.

      “Okay, troopers,” Carlot ordered. “Get in your lines. We’re gonna do this by the book. Red Team will secure the airlock. Blue Team will take the first position. If we run into too much heat, we’ll move to position three. But only on Lieutenant Tran’s order. All squads acknowledge.”

      Peyton had dualled Tran’s display and watched as green dashes filled the space next to each team member’s name. An unarmored tech stood nervously in a vac-suit, holding an electronic jammer and lock breaker. There’d been some talk about if the main hatches would even be locked, given they hadn’t had regular ship traffic in years, other than when Soshu dropped off fresh rats.

      “One hundred meters,” Naki warned through the comms. “Approaching in twelve meters per second and slowing. We’ll have contact in five…four….”

      Ching Shih’s automated docking collar interlaced with Honzo Reef’s collar. A green light soon illuminated on the oversized hatch, showing that positive contact was complete. Ole’s tech stood alone in the airlock, visibly nervous as he used the manual release to open Ching Shih’s armored, exterior hatch. It was the same hatch Peyton and a tattered group of zombies had overwhelmed when they’d taken the ship.

      “Interfacing now,” the tech’s voice wavered with a mixture of excitement and fear. “I’m showing positive pressure on the other side at point nine-nine-eight atmosphere.”

      Peyton’s ears popped as Ole quickly bled a small amount of atmosphere from the ship.

      “Open it up, Gudgen,” Tran said.

      One of the armored troopers stepped forward and opened the large, transparent hatch that was the only thing separating them from the hull of the Honzo Reef station. Understandably, the troopers squatted a little more and adjusted so they pointed forward, their faces firmly planted against the stock of their weapons. It was go-time. Even Peyton was moved to withdraw her pistol and hold it at her side.

      “Blinks, time to get back,” Ole called, recognizing that his technician was struggling to find his wits. “You don’t need to be in there any longer.”

      “Lieu?” Gudgen asked, stepping up next to the controls that would connect them to the interior of Honzo Reef.

      “Go,” Tran said firmly but without shouting.

      The rounded hatch started rolling back slowly at first but gained speed. It soon became evident that they were not alone. The bright flashes of yellow told everything they needed to know—the hatch was controlled by Soshu.

      All hell broke loose as blaster fire erupted from both sides. And if not for a stationary gun sitting in the long hallway, it would have been the shortest combat in Peyton’s life. Even with full combat armor, the heavy rounds knocked troopers completely off their feet or penetrated if they found the right location in a joint or other weak location.

      Within fifteen seconds, four of sixteen were on the ground, while Soshu suffered few casualties. Peyton calmed herself and identified the combatants, locking their position and visual signature for the limited AIs to process. It was twelve against five but with a heavy weapon balancing the sides.

      “Position Three!” Carlot ordered, dragging her squad across the field of fire to an indention in the station that would give them cover from the heavy weapon.

      “Smokes!” Tran ordered.

      For getting their asses kicked, Peyton was proud at how quickly her troopers recovered. Soon smoke started filling the entry. Instinctively, she saw her opportunity as the Soshu pirates focused on her winnowed squads.

      Racing up behind Tran’s squad, who was moving to a more defendable position, she waited just a moment for the heavy gun to jump back to Carlot’s squad. She darted around Tran and covered the twenty meters that separated her from the heavy gun, drawing her sword from its sheath as she did.

      A look of surprise on the Soshu pirate’s faces was the only defense they mounted as she raced past their weak line. Frozen because they would be required to turn their backs on a dozen well-armed troopers to follow her movement, they still knew to let her pass was dangerous. Besides, what could one woman do against a mounted fast-firing automatic weapon?

      Peyton was considerably stronger than the average person—male, female or otherwise. It was part of the changes General Batteaux had foisted upon her. And while she didn’t love his meddling, she wasn’t about to ignore the advantage in battle.

      She saw the spark of recognition of danger filter through the machine gunner’s eyes when he realized nothing separated him from the madwoman with a cape floating out behind her. Jumping across sandbags and stepping onto his blockade, Peyton stepped lightly on the top edge of the gunner’s armored glass barrier and towered over him. He raised an arm to block the arc of her sword, but it provided little resistance to the keenly sharpened weapon.

      The pirate slumped as Peyton abandoned her sword as it lodged in his opposite shoulder. Her swing had been aimed with two-fold intent. The first was the killing blow so necessary, the second to clear him from the weapon’s seat. She was only successful in the first and struggled for a moment to push him to the side. The entire event seemed to take hours, but only a few seconds passed.

      With the large gun no longer a threat, Tran and Carlot pressed their advantage, forming a line and advancing on the five remaining Soshu pirates.

      “We surrender!” A pirate yelled. “Soshu, cease fire. Drop your weapons!”

      One of the pirates ignored the order. Surprisingly, the man who’d made the order shot him without hesitation.

      “We surrender,” the man said again. “Dammit, nothing is worth all this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 20

          THE DEATH OF (NEW) FREEDOM

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New Freedom, Kuiper belt

      

      

      Jai and Torsha rushed as quickly as Jai could walk (which was interminably slow) from the makeshift command center to the docks. She had an arm looped through his to help keep him steady. He had only the slightest sensation below his knees and was more than a little surprised that he could still walk. Some section of code in his nanites—and he was blaming that on Marco—wasn’t playing well with Jai’s biology, and he wondered how much longer he had before the numbness reached his heart or brain.

      The tunnels were mostly empty except for debris and dropped items. He glanced at his armlet.

      Nineteen minutes.

      The small screen next to the clock displayed Zona’s fleet as it decimated Caelum’s rebel forces. The bulk of the Caliber fleet—everything except for the transports and their escorts—was comprised of two dozen gunships. A tiny number compared to the five full battle groups looming. And the number was growing smaller every minute.

      Freedom Rider had been the pride of Caliber, and even it wouldn’t have stood a chance. Jai had expected to see it as part of Batteaux’s fleet since the general was obviously making a show of taking out Caliber, but the rebel destroyer was nowhere to be seen.

      A message from Bode appeared on Jai’s armlet. In line to dock. 5 minutes. Be ready.

      He tapped a haphazard response as he walked. On my way.

      “It’s almost spooky how many people were living here under Zona’s shadow,” Torsha said. “I think in my entire life, the only people I thought who weren’t tenured to a corporation were bums and beggars. Who knew there was an entire colony out here?”

      “Too bad they didn’t have their own fleet yet,” he said. “Things would be looking a lot better for them if they did.”

      “Hard to get a fleet without corporate sponsorship.”

      A cracked sign above them read, New Freedom Docks 100 Meters Ahead.

      He blew out a breath. “Almost there.”

      That was when a massive rumble rattled Jai’s teeth, followed by a hot shockwave that blasted the pair off their feet. His skin burned and his ears rang as rubble pelted him. It took him long seconds that felt like minutes before he could figure out which direction was up. He coughed through the heavy dust and rubbed his eyes as he pulled himself into a seated position. More of his body felt bruised than didn’t. He wiped blood from his forehead.

      The dust was too thick to see more than a meter or two ahead of him. The brown-gray grime covered everything.

      “Torsha?” he managed to get out after clearing the dust from his throat.

      “I’m okay,” she croaked. “I guess the fleet broke through Caliber’s defenses.”

      “Yeah.” He glanced down to see the fleet’s location on his armlet, only to find the screen cracked and blank.

      “That was too close,” she said.

      But he barely registered her words as he frantically tapped the screen. Nothing. He took it off and pressed the power button on the back side to reboot it. Nothing. A whimper escaped his lips.

      “Jai, what’s wrong?”

      “My armlet’s dead.”

      “It’s okay. We’ll get you another one.”

      “You don’t understand. It was running the build for my nanites.”

      “Oh.” She stilled. “But if your build’s offline…”

      “My nanites are offline.”

      They sat still and in silence while alarms blared around them. After a heady length, Torsha asked softly, “How’re you feeling?”

      He frowned. “I feel the same as before. Weird. I figured I’d feel it right away.”

      “Do you have a backup system on the ship?”

      He nodded.

      She jumped to her feet and grabbed him by his elbow. “Then we need to get you there. C’mon.” She pulled him up. Surprisingly, he still had his cane, and they hurried to the docks. But when they reached the entrance to the docks, a massive blast door blocked their way. On the cracked wall panel next to the door, a single word flashed in red:

      
        
        BREACH: NO ENTRY.

      

      

      “No, no, no.” Jai tapped the screen to open the door, but it remained closed, and the screen continued to flash the same word over and over.

      “Maybe there’s another way to the docks,” Torsha offered.

      Jai slumped against the wall. “You don’t get it. That explosion? That really, really big explosion? That was the docks.” He tapped the menu on the wall panel and selected a video view of the docks. All but two of the camera angles were down and the two were badly cracked, crooked displays. The pictures they displayed were of crushed metal and bedrock exposed to space. Whatever ships that had been docked were unrecognizable through the crushed wreckage. His eyes fell shut and he leaned over, bracing his hands against his knees as the loss bore down on him. “The Diablo was there.”

      Torsha clasped his shoulder. “Don’t give up. We’ll find another way around and—”

      “It doesn’t matter. My crew’s dead. Bode, Dru, Wolt…they’re gone…” He rubbed his neck as he felt himself tumbling into despair. “And without my nanites, I’m dead too.”

      Torsha grabbed him by the shoulders. “But you’re not dead yet. We’re going to keep going until we can’t go anymore. Got it?”

      He ignored her.

      She shook him harder. “Got it?”

      He glumly nodded, though he didn’t see the purpose. He was a walking dead man. It was just a matter of minutes before he joined the rest of his crew. It still didn’t feel real. How could they be gone? Bode had always seemed indestructible.

      “C’mon. Let’s find the tunnels,” she interrupted his thoughts. “Do you remember where the entrance was?”

      Her question brought him somewhat back from the despair in his heart. As he reflected, he realized that he remembered where the entrance was perfectly well. He could envision the map in his mind, even though he hadn’t spent any time memorizing it.

      “Huh,” he said through his brain fog. “Yeah, I remember it. This way.”
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        * * *

      

      The pair made their way down another tunnel. This time, Jai found himself leaning more heavily on Torsha for support as his legs moved sluggishly, like he was trying to run underwater.

      “How far is it?” she asked, breathing hard.

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “How far?”

      “On the other side of the colony.”

      “Shit.”

      “I told you, you didn’t want to know.”

      As they walked, there were more explosions, all far away. With each explosion, the floors shuddered, and Jai wondered how the people who’d made it to the mining tunnels were faring. Had the tunnels held? He tried not to think of the alternative.

      “They’re not blasting the colony to hell with photon fire. My guess is they’re taking out the strategic points so they can reuse this place,” he said as they walked. “You know Zona, there’s a cost-benefit analysis to everything.”

      “That was a big thing to Dio too,” Torsha said. “Whoever programmed it had really plugged in all the corporate stuff. Dio talked like it could’ve sat on the executive board. Did you hear Dio before, you know?”

      Jai shook his head. “No, but I could feel it skulking around my brain like a rat ready to rummage through a dumpster.”

      “Did you just compare your brain to a dumpster?”

      He shrugged. “There’s a lot of crap up in there.”

      She chuckled. A loud crack sounded above them. Jai looked up just as the ceiling bowed inward. Debris pelted their heads as they rushed ahead, stopping when they reached the nearest intersection to wipe dust from their eyes.

      Torsha brushed grime from her chest. She winked when she caught Jai looking. “You always were a boob man. I see that hasn’t changed.”

      “What? Me? No. I wasn’t looking.”

      She smirked. “Sure you weren’t.”

      He couldn’t help but smile. The Torsha he knew—the Torsha he cared about—was back.

      And then the ceiling above them collapsed.
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        * * *

      

      Jai regained consciousness with the sensation of being smothered. He gasped for air only to choke on dust.

      “Careful there, Jai.”

      He tried to shake sense into his head. “Bode?”

      “Yeah. Wait, no, don’t try to move yet. I’m still looking you over for injuries.”

      His eyes burned, but he pried them open to find himself lying on a pile of rubble and Bode kneeling, running his hands over Jai’s legs. Oddly, his body didn’t hurt as badly as it should after having a ceiling dumped on him.

      “How’d you—?” Jai began.

      “I tracked your armlet. Its signal stopped a little ways from the docks, so I took a chance to come check. I found your armlet but didn’t find you. It wasn’t hard to figure out where you’d be heading next.”

      “Wait. How are you still alive? The docks…”

      “Traffic was backed up. We were late to come pick you up. We hadn’t even started our approach yet when Zona blew the docks. We parked on the dark side, and I drove that handy little cart Wolt stole all the way over here. The Diablo’s sitting on the surface like a wart that’s going to get burned off by a Zona photon cannon if we don’t get going.”

      Jai had recovered enough to notice that Bode was wearing his spacesuit, with his helmet sitting off to the side next to a bag that Jai could only assume contained his own suit. He begun to smile and then grabbed at the rubble. “Wait…Torsha! She was with me.”

      “Whoa, hold on there, Jai. I know. I found her…I’m sorry. She didn’t make it.”

      “What? No.” He scrambled away from Bode and looked frantically around the rubble until his gaze fell on a leg. He crawled over to her, moving awkwardly over the debris, rock, and sections of the ceiling. As he drew closer, he could see the rest of her, still half-covered by debris. Her face and torso were exposed, and he saw right away why Bode had said what he’d said. Her neck was bent at an unnaturally tight angle. Her eyes stared off to nowhere. He clutched her against him.

      His eyes welled with tears. “It should’ve been me.”
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          LOST CAUSE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An asteroid’s debris field, Kuiper belt

      

      

      Dirty Diablo floated alongside Grim Ronin. The two ships had docked together when they met up after the New Freedom massacre. The crews onboard were still trying to get answers to things like:

      Did the transports escape?

      Did the people in the tunnels survive?

      What’s the status of Caliber’s forces?

      Where was Zona now?

      The answer was the same for all the questions: We don’t know.

      Marco Rocha, who’d fled New Freedom via Grim Ronin, was trying to activate Caliber’s secondary communications server, but since all Caliber ships had gone dark to evade Zona’s tracking scans (or they were already destroyed), Marco was having a tough time getting out the server access codes. Slowly, ship by ship, he was building a network, but no one had any answers.

      From what Jai figured, Caliber no longer existed as either a group or an idea. The rebellion was dead, wiped out by General Batteaux’s fleet in an attack that lasted less than hours. He hoped there were other survivors, both in the old mining tunnels and in the ships that fled New Freedom, but his capability to feel hope was fading like the sensation in his legs.

      Torsha was dead. It wasn’t fair. She’d done nothing to deserve the hand she’d been dealt. In the two short years Jai had known her, she’d been shot, imprisoned, made into an AI’s slave, and abandoned. And if she’d never met Jai, not a single one of those things would’ve happened. He now understood why Bode avoided romantic relationships.

      Some people hurt others despite their best intentions. Jai was one of them.

      It wasn’t fair that Torsha was dead and Jai was still alive. By all calculations, he should be dead. When his armlet was busted, his nanites should’ve gone offline, but they hadn’t. He’d known his nanites were programmed to auto-update themselves, but he’d never expected them to auto-update to the point of no longer needing a control system to manage them.

      Now that he had time to analyze them again, it looked like the little creepy-crawlies in his body had been running on their own for some time. His last few updates had been completely ignored, which meant that any future updates would also be ignored. And that meant he’d have to introduce new nanites into his system if he was to have any chance at keeping control of his own body.

      He was losing his legs a millimeter at a time. It probably explained why he wasn’t as sore as he should be considering the injuries he’d sustained at New Freedom. No broken bones, surprisingly, but there were a whole lot of bruises which weren’t healing quickly—it even seemed like he was healing more slowly than normal—so his nanites clearly cared nothing about his body.

      On the other hand, his nanites seemed to care a lot about his brain…either that or he was going crazy, which was just as likely. His mind seemed clearer than ever. He was coding faster than he’d ever coded and what he wrote was error free. It was probably a fluke, but he could’ve sworn that he’d typed in several lines of code without even thinking about it.

      He glanced at his blank screen, filled with his ideas on how to repair his nanites.

      Yeah, definitely a fluke, because he wasn’t getting any smarter.

      He pushed away from his desk and grabbed his cane. It was scratched and chipped but surprisingly still functional after Bode found it by Jai in the collapsed hallway.

      His first steps were a struggle, but as he found his rhythm, he made his way out of his bunk. In the cargo hold, he could hear Dru and Wolt arguing about how best to restrain the cart during flight. Dru would win that argument. She always won, not because she was hard-headed but because she was smarter than Wolt.

      Theun Wolt was like a giant teddy bear…if that teddy bear enjoyed playing with stabby things and liked shooting stuff. By contrast, Dru Wolt was one hundred percent strait-laced engineer. She was smart, efficient, relentless, always busy fixing something.

      Jai left the married couple to their debate and made his way through the open airlock, through the short docking bridge, and onto Grim Ronin.

      The Ronin belonged to a crew of free agents, but where Bode’s crew took mostly honest jobs, Captain Hart’s crew rarely took honest jobs and were known for the occasional (often) acts of piracy. Bode didn’t trust them, which meant that Jai didn’t trust them.

      Grim Ronin was three times the size of Dirty Diablo, but it felt even bigger on the inside. The passageways were wider and higher, even the doors were bigger. While the ship’s hull was dull and dark to blend into the surrounding space, its light-gray interior practically shined. It was a sharp contrast to Diablo’s dull, well-worn features both inside and out.

      A crew member passed Jai in the passageway. Unlike onboard the Diablo, they didn’t have to make room for one another, though the crew member—a craggy middle-aged fellow with a weirdly cut beard—still gave Jai the stink-eye as they met. In Jai’s defense, Captain Hart had given him permission to come aboard to meet with Marco in the lounge—Grim Ronin was big enough to have a lounge—but he had to go directly to the lounge and not loiter anywhere else. Clearly, the Ronin didn’t trust the Diablos.

      The lounge had become the go-to place for both crews to hang out and talk about next steps, which so far made up a list about as long as Jai’s nanite-fixing list. As he reached the lounge, he heard Hart speaking, “That attack on New Freedom was a classic Batteaux move. Why use just the resources necessary when you can use the entire damn Zona fleet.”

      “That’s because he’s a showman,” Marco said.

      Jai entered to find Marco lounging on a sofa and Hart sprawled across him as he casually played with one of her long braids. Evidently, the pair had been an item for years even though no one in Zona, let alone Caliber, knew. It made Jai wonder what other secrets Marco held.

      Bode was leaning back in a thick-cushioned chair and sipping a mixed drink. “He didn’t bring the entire fleet. Freedom Rider wasn’t with them.”

      Jai settled into a chair near Bode.

      “That is odd, isn’t it?” Marco motioned to Jai and then to the computer sitting on a table. “Hey, Jai. Every Caliber ship has locator tags. Maybe Freedom Rider’s crew hasn’t destroyed it yet. See if you can’t track it.”

      Jai motioned to the computer. “It’s your computer. You track it.”

      A lazy smile formed on Marco’s lips. “I’m too comfortable.”

      Jai sighed and dragged himself over to the computer. It wasn’t locked, which meant that this wasn’t Marco’s primary computer. A net-jack’s primary computer was an extension of themselves. Using one would be akin to an uncomfortable intimacy like crossing swords during a ménage à trois, not that Jai had any experience in that sort of thing. He scrolled through several menus to find Caliber’s server. The connection was rejected. “The server’s still down.”

      “Try the Cal-2 app. It pulls from a data backup system that’s accessed via the darknet, and Zona can’t bring that down.”

      Jai spoke as he opened the app. “If it’s pulling from data backup, it’s not going to be current.”

      “It’ll be current as of the last backup, which was when New Freedom’s servers were brought down,” Marco said.

      Jai ran a query. It took nearly a minute before results displayed. “Well, four days ago, it looks like Freedom Rider was headed to quadrant kilo-twelve-sixty-two.”

      “And that is?” Hart asked.

      Jai pulled up a map. “It’s here in the belt.”

      “Duh,” Hart said.

      “Hold on for a sec…let’s see…looks like it’s headed for Makemake.”

      Bode sat up straight, and Marco moved out from under Hart to sit.

      “It’s headed to the moon of Makemake, to be precise,” Bode said.

      Jai remembered the time he’d been to the moon. It’d been a pleasant experience. His time on Makemake? Not so much. “Wait. Anty’s there.”

      “And that’s exactly who Freedom Rider’s after,” Bode said.

      Marco ran a hand through his hair. “It was just a matter of time before Zona figured out that Anty had been camouflaging New Freedom’s location all this time.”

      “But why send a destroyer after a small satellite monitoring station?” Jai asked. “A little gunship is all they’d need to take out Anty and his team.”

      “They must’ve also found out about the Caliber colony on the other side of the moon. Zona’s cleaning house,” Marco said.

      “I’ve delivered goods there before,” Hart said. “There’s at least a hundred souls there or more.”

      “And there’s not a damn thing we can do against a destroyer,” Bode said.

      The room fell silent.

      Jai cocked his head. “Peyton’s been working that area lately.”

      “Who’s Peyton?” Hart asked.

      “My sister,” he replied.

      “Unless your sister has a destroyer of her own, I don’t think she can do much to help those people,” Hart said.

      Jai grinned. “She doesn’t have a destroyer, but she’s got an entire pirate squadron at her disposal.”

      Hart frowned. “Who’s your sister?”

      “She goes by Trooper. She commands the Ching Shih.”

      For the first time, Hart looked at him with an impressed expression rather than one of disdain.

      “She’d still be going up against a destroyer, which has bigger and badder weapons,” Bode said.

      Marco smiled then. “Not if we take their power systems offline.”
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          CRUCIBLE OF CIRCUMSTANCE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kuiper belt

      

      

      “Kardin Strake,” Peyton said, recognizing the lead Soshu pirate.

      He was the same man who’d offloaded her and others from the Soshu ship, Kuroi Ho, turning them loose on Honzo Reef with little chance of survival. At that time, Soshu had branded them all rats, a badge she now wore with pride.

      “I can’t believe you’re back,” he said.

      “How many pirates are under your control?” she asked.

      “Come on. I can’t tell you that,” he said. “I’m Soshu. We’re enemies.”

      “Am I wrong in your desire to prosper?” she asked.

      “I’d settle for living through the night at this point,” he said. “Why are you attacking us?”

      “We haven’t pissed off enough people,” Peyton said. “You have twenty minutes to recall your people and have them surrender. After that, we won’t hesitate to put down any resistance.”

      “I don’t understand how you got past our line,” he said. “You moved more quickly than I thought possible.”

      “You were focused on the armored squad,” Peyton said. “One woman with a sword and cape seemed less threatening, I would imagine.”

      “How did you not get hit by friendly fire?”

      “That’s Zona combat armor,” Peyton said. “It has friendly fire algorithms. It’s not perfect, but if you know how it works, it is not difficult to stay out of harm’s way.”

      “Where did you get combat armor?”

      “Eighteen minutes,” Peyton said. “And if you want to get in my good graces, you’ll contact whoever is running the zombies and get them to meet me.”

      “Want me to take this one, Trooper?” Bodnik asked.

      “Lock him down, but keep him on the station,” Peyton said. “He might be useful.”

      “How am I supposed to get my guys back if you take me into custody?”

      “Negotiate with Bodnik here,” Peyton said, turning to Bodnik. “He has fifteen minutes to recall his troops and have them surrender. After that, we shoot anyone walking around.”

      “Copy that, Trooper.” Bodnik started processing Strake and Peyton turned her attention to the armored squads who’d advanced into the hallway and were headed for the main living area for Soshu.

      “Tran, talk to me about casualties,” Peyton said, walking hastily toward the sound of sporadic gunfire.

      “We sent Skaz back for medical. Everyone else is toughing it out. We probably have a few cracked ribs. I think One Gun told me that Skaz sprained an ankle. Couldn’t walk on it,” Tran said.

      “I’m coming up on your six,” she said.

      “That was a pretty gutsy move back there,” Tran said. “You need to be careful. This all falls apart without you.”

      “And if our rank and file don’t believe that their leadership is one hundred percent invested, we’ll never succeed,” Peyton answered.

      “Not many people could have done what you did back there.”

      “If our squads believe that, then the risk will have been worth it,” she said.

      The tunnel leading from the docking hatch was bored through the solid rock of the asteroid in which Honzo Reef had been formed. After thirty yards, however, the bore marks along the walls gave way to natural geological cave formations. It was those cave formations and a massive central cathedral that had attracted Honzo Reef’s first investors.

      “Contact left,” Carlot announced calmly. “Pack, Dunk, watch that top balcony. If you see a mole, you whack it.”

      “Good copy, Sarge,” Pack answered.

      “Squad on me. We’re clearing rooms one by one.”

      Tran gave a similar order for the three-story structure built along the other side of the widening tunnel. Ten minutes later, three Soshu pirates lay face down in the center of the hallway trussed up like roast chickens.

      “Tran, they’ve probably got a minigun around that corner,” Peyton said. “I’d probably toss a few bangers down the hallway. I doubt they’ve got protective gear.”

      “We surrender!” A shout came from the hallway. “Strake said if we surrender, you won’t space us.”

      “How many?” Peyton called back.

      “Three. We’re getting a stinky eyeball from some zombies though. You might want to send up someone to hold this line before we step away.”

      “It could be a trick,” Tran said.

      “Trooper, I volunteer me and Pack,” Carlot said. “We owe you one for bailing us out. We’ll take that gun and hold the line.”

      “Count me in,” Skaz added.

      “Me too…”

      Soon, both squads were competing for the opportunity. “Carlot, take your squad and secure that gun. Tran, get these prisoners back to Ching Shih.”

      “I wasn’t saying I wouldn’t go,” Tran said, irritated at the turn of events.

      “Didn’t think you had,” Peyton said. “Don’t let Carlot get in your head. I need advisors with different approaches. That woman should never have been put in officer training. She’s a born squad leader.”

      “You know I can hear you,” Carlot said.

      “Tell me I’m wrong,” Peyton said.

      “No. I just wanted you to know,” she said. “No tricks out here. We’ve got three on their bellies.”

      “Zombie Bob, I need you to come forward,” Peyton said. It had taken considerable urging to keep Zombie Bob from following Peyton into contact. She’d finally convinced him that he would be endangering her if he did.

      “I’m here,” he said, moving from around a corner.

      “Do you still speak zombie?” Peyton asked.

      “As much as Birdy or Skunky do,” he said. “They’re originals too.”

      I want you to grab a crate of a hundred MREs and drop it on the other side of our main weapon range. Take a couple of squaddies with you to keep you covered. Make sure you let them know we’re looking to barter.”

      “A hundred MREs is more wealth than a zombie ever sees,” Zombie Bob said. “You’ll create a riot.”

      “I’ve got a lot of MREs,” Peyton said. “I think I could feed the entire Zombie population for two months. We’re here to make changes. If that starts with a riot, so be it,” Peyton said.

      “Carlot, you need to bring that other minigun forward. We might be stirring up a hornet’s nest,” Peyton said.

      “How many zombies do you think are here?” she asked.

      “Our last estimate was three hundred, give or take,” Peyton said. “Could be more.”

      “If you plan to feed that many, that’s gonna burn a lot of rations,” Carlot answered.

      “Those MREs are trade goods,” Peyton said. “We use what we have to move forward. Hoarding MREs won’t do us any good when Zona comes looking for us.”

      “I suppose that’s right,” Carlot said. “I’ll get that gun moved.”

      “Hey, Carlot,” Peyton said, stopping the woman.

      “Yeah, Trooper?”

      “Good job today,” Peyton said. “One twisted ankle in a breach scenario against a minigun is about the best case. Make sure you tell your squad that’s what I think.”

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” Carlot said, snapping off a sharp salute. “Pack, Dunk, on me!”

      Peyton switched to private comms with Tran. “Goes for you too,” Peyton said. “I might be laying it on a little thick with Carlot, but she needs the boost and we need a competent squad leader who’s got confidence.”
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        * * *

      

      “Trooper, things have finally started to settle down out here,” Tran called.

      Even though Peyton had put Carlot’s squad in charge of the front line, Tran had decided to take control of the squad, given his experience dealing with advancing zombies.

      “Any representation showing up?” Peyton asked.

      “There’s a group that seems to have taken the lion’s share of the crate. They’re watching us. Looks like they picked up the weapons we left behind last time,” Tran said.

      “Won’t they be surprised by our upgrades then,” Peyton said. “I’m coming.”

      It didn’t take her long to make her way back down to the edge of what was known as the Honzo Reef Cathedral. Once capable of supporting a population of several thousand, the apartment buildings and businesses were shadows of a once prosperous time. It had been these buildings that Peyton, Alli, Tran, and Ole had hidden in while fighting the horrors of a dying population that had been cut off from civilization.

      “Bring a crate and four armored troopers,” Peyton ordered. “Fire to scare anyone who rushes us, but it could get real, so don’t hold back for long.”

      Peyton walked out past the pair of miniguns set in the hallway. It wasn’t lost on Peyton that Rat Troop only controlled a small portion of Honzo Reef. Fortunately, she had no designs on the station, aside from ending as much human suffering as she could. The zombies deserved a chance to make a life for themselves.

      “I want to speak to whoever’s in charge,” Peyton called out, striding down the hallway with Zombie Bob keeping step next to her.

      “What’s it to you?” A man’s voice called back from the shadows.

      “We’re trading for solid fuel and water,” Peyton said.

      “Trading what?” The man asked, his voice growing closer, but he stayed outside of the lights. What he didn’t know was that Peyton had significantly altered vision and the dim light was enough for her to see that the man held a pistol and aimed it at her.

      “If you want to live past the next few minutes, you’ll put your weapons down,” Peyton said. “Ours are not raised.”

      “We don’t know who you are.”

      “You do,” Peyton said.

      “Is it true, then? You are Trooper. You are the one who defeated Tsang and escaped?”

      “Ask Zombie Bob,” Peyton said. “No doubt someone here remembers his name.”

      “That’s the boy,” a woman said, her whisper easy for Peyton to pick up on. “Zombie Bob was his father. They say he went nuts when his dad got killed. He scalped a hundred Tsang.”

      Peyton shook her head at the grossly exaggerated rumor. As far as she knew, he hadn’t scalped anyone, and his Tsang death count was much closer to a dozen than a hundred.

      “How much fuel?”

      “Today? Two thousand kilograms,” Peyton said. “Who knows how much tomorrow? Word is, you’re sitting on a pile of it.”

      “We are,” the man said, stepping into the light. Peyton struggled to keep from reacting to the sight of the emaciated man. Not much more than skin and bone, she struggled not to allow emotion to cloud her judgment. He walked toward Zombie Bob and, when rifles were drawn, he held his hands up defensively.

      “No harm comes to this man,” Peyton said.

      “I almost don’t recognize you, Danny,” the man said.

      “My name is Zombie Bob,” Zombie Bob growled.

      “Of course. You have done well for yourself,” the man said. “It was wise to bring Zombie Bob’s son, Trooper. Hope is a powerful emotion.”

      “I will trade fuel at a rate of four-to-one. If you want two thousand kilograms of fuel, you will provide eight thousand kilograms of food,” he said.

      His statement extracted a collective gasp from the group gathered behind him in the shadows.

      “We could just kill you and take it for ourselves,” Zombie Bob said. “I know where it is stored.”

      “Zombie Bob, stand back,” Peyton said and then turned back to the man. “I am a generous woman who sees the plight of your people. I can see why you would value food so highly given the conditions on Honzo Reef. Tell me, do you speak for everyone on this station? Perhaps there is another who would offer a more favorable trade.”

      The man pursed his lips. “You have much power,” he finally said. “I have not heard a counteroffer.”

      “I want assurance that food will be distributed to all who need it. Not just those in power, like your predecessor, Cake,” Peyton said. “I also want accurate counts of zombies on the station.”

      “The latter is as easy as the former,” he said. “I am Doctor Daniel Bartlow, Professor of Economics from the Martian School of Finance. There are between one hundred forty-three and one hundred sixty-five zombies aboard Honzo Reef station. Of those one hundred forty-three, ninety-eight have sworn a pact of cooperation. It is a tenuous pact that is often strained by extreme resource scarcity. The other forty-five to sixty-seven have chosen to go it on their own. It does not mean they are hostile to our pact. Some are.”

      “Professors don’t point guns at people in the dark,” Peyton said.

      “This one does,” he said. “I believe you, of all people, understand how circumstance molds the individual.”

      “And character forms that mold,” Peyton said, finishing the statement she’d learned in her advanced studies on Venus.

      “You know Dr. Jarell’s writings on economics,” he said.

      “Only at a high level,” Peyton said, not interested in getting into a philosophical conversation. “I dropped one hundred MREs out here a couple of hours ago. How many were fed?”

      “Everyone received a small share. There are those that we spoke of earlier who are not part of our pact. Whatever they retrieved was not shared,” he said.

      “Two thousand kilograms of food for fuel and water,” Peyton said. “We have a limited number of small arms we can trade so you can effectively expand your influence. If I discover you deny food to any population, I will come back and forcefully remove you. Do not doubt my resolve in this. First Tsang stood in my way and then so did Soshu. It is not braggery when I tell you that you will not resist Rat Troop if it should come to that.”

      “Why are you concerned about who gets fed?”

      “Because we as a people are better than this,” Peyton said, gesturing to the station. “With engineers and laborers, Honzo Reef could open its doors to trade. The people of this station could prosper and have meaningful lives.”

      “We have no capital,” he said.

      “You have the first Zona-free, pirate-free station in this sector. You have nearby asteroids full of ice water, and your fuel tanks are full. There is electrical generation somewhere and you have atmospheric controls, at least to some degree,” Peyton said.

      “That’s not enough. Invest. Become my silent partner,” he said. “I need at least fifty thousand gold bullion to survive the first year. We’ll need five times the food you’ve offered. It’s a long shot, I know, but I’ll give you twenty percent right now. You’ll share in all taxes gathered and any profits from companies leasing space.”

      “Two thousand kilograms of fuel and eight thousand liters of fresh water,” Peyton repeated her demand.

      “Think about my offer?” he responded.

      “I will,” Peyton said.

      When Peyton returned to Ching Shih, she was startled by an anonymous caller on her armlet seeking communication. For a moment, she considered denying the comm but then thought better of it.

      “Speak,” she said tersely, only allowing audio. The video light blinked on just as her brother Jai showed on the armlet’s small screen. “Jai!” she said, all of the formality of her position draining from her posture. She hurried over to a chair. “Oh, Jai. I’ve been worried for you. Are the rebels treating you okay? Are you safe?”

      “How do you do that?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      “I have access to most of the cameras on your ship and Honzo Reef,” he said, letting the words soak in for a second and then continuing. “One minute, you’re this crazy warrior queen taking out a machine gun nest. The next, you’re all squishy and worried.”

      “You saw that, huh?” she said. “My lieutenants thought I took too much of a risk there. I don’t think so. I don’t have time to let people get to know me. I need to make big statements and be successful.”

      “Well, I can guarantee, after watching that video, that I’ll never cross you,” he said. “I mean, really, that was next-level stuff. And if you’re looking to get out of the pirate business, I know a crew that’d probably like to give you a shot.”

      “I’m not looking,” she answered. “Zona has to be stopped. I know I’m just one person, well fortyish, now, and we’re small potatoes, but people are ready to stand up for what’s right. People want their freedom and want these corrupt corporations out of their lives! The time is now.”

      “Damn girl, you’re giving me goose bumps,” he said. “Vive la révolution!”

      “Where are you?” she asked. “Can you say?”

      “The line is plenty secure,” he said. “But too many Zona scanners running in the area. Best if I don’t.”

      “But you’re safe.”

      “As safe as anyone, I suppose,” he said. “Look, there’s some stuff you need to know.”

      “So not a social call.”

      “Not only,” Jai said, chuckling. “I don’t know how to break to you easily, so I’m just gonna say it and then we can deal with the aftermath.”

      “Sounds ominous,” Peyton said.

      “When you picked up Torsha from the prison on Callisto, she’d already been infected by cyclogenes. Nasty buggers. They’re nanites that basically let Zona see and hear everything she was doing, not to mention controlling everything she said and did too. They’re the design of an active artificial intelligence we call Dio. Our best intelligence is that Batteaux knew we were coming, knew we’d grab Torsha and, worst of all, that she’d be exposed to the highest levels of the rebel leadership.”

      “Batteaux let us hit the prison. That’s why it was so easy,” Peyton said.

      “It gets worse,” Jai said. “Zona managed to get some people infected with cyclogenes on New Freedom—that’s Caliber’s home base. Batteaux brought in the whole Zona fleet and took out the entire colony. The rebels are on the ropes.”

      “There’s more. I can see it in your face,” Peyton said.

      “I was infected,” he said. “It’s horrible. I was awake the entire time while Dio’s nanites were taking over my body.”

      “But you’re talking to me now. How.”

      “I broke it, Peyton. I created a cure.”

      “What’s the but?” she asked.

      “Batteaux is going after the independent colonies. He’s even using Caliber’s destroyer, Freedom Rider,” he said. “There was a crew of a hundred and fifty. At least a third of them have been infected with cyclogenes. Good people under the control of Dio. We don’t know the status of the rest.”

      “Sounds like you want me to do something here,” Peyton said. “If I recall, Freedom Rider is a heavily armed Tengo Class destroyer. We’re talking a hundred fifty meters and seven thousand tons of raw killing power. My little sloops are popcorn next to something like that. We wouldn’t make it past their medium guns, much less any wave of missiles they decided to toss our way.”

      “No, I know,” he said. “But what if I said I could give you twenty minutes of complete power interruption?”

      “That’s tight,” she said. “Busting through a destroyer’s armor isn’t easy. And by my count, you’re talking about fifty-plus remaining crew who’d be shooting at us. I don’t see a win in this. And don’t I need to worry about my crew getting infected?”

      “No worries about getting infected. You’d have to get injected by a special carrier. Torsha was the only carrier on Freedom Rider. I wouldn’t have called if I didn’t have at least some ideas,” he said. “And even if there was a carrier onboard who managed to infect any of your crew, I’ve created a nanite killer that I call antinuclei. One injection, and it wipes out the cyclogenes. It’ll fix the infected crew. The problem is, it takes a couple of hours to work.”

      “If Rat Troop takes that ship, I’m not giving it back,” Peyton said. “I’m fighting a war out here. I might be aligned with your rebels, but I don’t trust anyone.”

      “Doesn’t matter. The rebels are in chaos right now,” he said. “If you don’t take out Freedom Rider, it’s going to wipe out a hidden colony of refugees living on the dark side of the moon of Makemake. There are eight thousand souls there.”

      “I see,” Peyton said. “Where’s Freedom Rider now?”

      “It’s six days out from Makemake,” Jai said.

      “Good, do you know what a kinetic message drop is?” Peyton asked.

      “Isn’t that just a crate or something launched into space for someone to pick up later?” he asked.

      “That’s right. Send me everything you have on location, navigation vectors, override codes, whatever you’ve got.”

      “I’ll do better than that. I’ll include details in your message drop. Does that mean you can help save those people?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Good enough for me. And hey, Sis?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Stay safe. There’s a lot of crap going on right now.”

      “Back at yah.”
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      “Hey boss, Tran sent a message that the fuel you asked for has been delivered. That Dr. Bartlow is asking for a consult,” Alli said over comms.

      “Thank you, Alli,” Peyton said.

      A knock at her door drew Peyton’s attention, and she tapped the lock release on her armlet.

      “Would you eat?” Zheng asked, standing in the doorway. “I have a protein shake if you prefer an abbreviated meal.”

      “Does it bother you that I’ve made you my server, Zheng?” Peyton asked.

      “No. I believe the choice was to turn me over to Mr. Ole as a recruit or serve you personally,” Zheng said. “I admit my pride has suffered, but I am not so prideful that I can’t recognize this kindness.”

      “We’re not that different, you and I,” Peyton said.

      “In some respects,” Zheng said. “When I was younger, I dreamed of becoming powerful enough to command the respect of others. I was single-minded in my passion, and I succeeded. I see that single-mindedness in you, but there is more. You don’t seek the respect of others. You demand it. This I envy in you, even more than your brilliance and strength.”

      “There may come a time when I ask you to sail a ship for me,” Peyton said. “Do you share my quest for freedom?”

      “It would be easy to answer yes. Such an answer would take me one step closer to the power I’ve lost. The honest answer is that I’m not sure,” she said. “As captain, it was my word that directed the engines. Men and women died at my whim. I struggled not to be capricious, but I never had someone who sought to direct me. Freedom is a concept that means different things to different people.”

      “I’m transitioning Rat Troop from a pirate organization to something else. We’ll only attack pirates and corporations,” Peyton said. “I have no interest in attacking honest, hard-working people.”

      A thin smile formed on Zheng’s face. “I don’t believe many would agree with the distinction you are attempting to draw.”

      “I understand,” Peyton said, finishing the protein shake and tossing it into a recycling station.

      “You do know that the recycling facilities aboard this vessel do not work,” Zheng said. “I empty yours almost daily.”

      “Join me,” Peyton said, standing.

      “I would be honored.”

      “Alli, let Tran know I’m coming over to the station,” Peyton said.

      “Will do,” Alli answered.

      “Mr. Ole, I’ve got your fuel; I’m going to need twenty crates of MREs ready to move,” Peyton said.

      “I’ve got just the pair for the job,” Ole said. “Where do you need them?”

      “Once I verify our deal, we’ll drop them the same place everything else has gone. I’ll also need two crates of small arms,” Peyton said.

      “Don’t suppose you were going to talk to your lieutenants about the plan,” he said.

      “Do you have an issue with me negotiating fuel and water?”

      “Some,” he said. “That’s the job you gave me. I don’t love being on the outside.”

      “Grab a grav cart and come along then,” Peyton said. “I’ll introduce you to Doctor Bartlow.”

      When she’d ceased the comm, Zheng looked at her curiously but didn’t say anything. Peyton caught it. “Do you have something you want to say?”

      “It is dangerous to let even your closest people talk to you like that,” Zheng said. “With familiarity, there is often privilege.”

      “Contempt is the word you’re looking for,” Peyton said. “Ole isn’t wrong. Our negotiations stepped into his expertise. I’ll turn the operation over to him now that I have things the way I want them.”

      Reaching the lower level, Peyton found a handful of troopers loading crates onto grav carts. Ole appeared, carrying a heavy crate on his shoulder and dropping it on an already loaded cart. “What’s up with Zheng?”

      “Where are the weapons?” Peyton asked, ignoring Ole’s question.

      “This one,” he said, pointing at the top crate. “Fourteen hand blasters, three breakdown rifles. Energy cells are older but all operational. What do you have on the table?”

      “Two thousand kilograms food and small arms for two thousand kilograms of fuel, plus eight thousand liters fresh. The guy on the other side goes by the name of Doctor Daniel Bartlow. Economics, not medical. I’ve heard his name but can’t verify by sight. We’re going to support his rise to power on Honzo Reef. We need a friendly port of call.”

      “Damn, you’re moving fast,” Ole said.

      “He has more needs than we have material,” Peyton said. “He says under two hundred souls on the station.”

      “We could feed them for maybe a few weeks,” Ole said.

      “They’re not saying it, but I believe they’ve got hydroponics somewhere,” Peyton said, leading him down the hallway. “No way that many people live on nothing. The whole system would collapse. Have you sacked the Soshu base?”

      “Stripped it entirely,” he said.

      “Good. We’re not leaving anyone back. Figure out something to trade to get them at least a week of those Zona rations. Bartlow is looking for bullion so he can entice trade. He’s not ready for that yet. He’s also tossed on the table an ownership stake for Rat Troop. That has limited interest.”

      “We could be silent investors,” Ole said. “It’d help us legitimize. We’d have a reason to defend something.”

      “Talk to Tran and Alli,” Peyton said. “Come up with a proposal. I’m not looking for a killer deal. I want a win-win. We need people to believe in something, our crew most of all. A pirate’s life doesn’t come with a retirement plan.”

      “I’ve got some ideas,” Ole said. “Say, about before. I was probably out of line in my approach.”

      “You were,” Peyton said. “You’ve had a gun at my back on more than one occasion. If I can’t trust you when you’re an asshole, what’s the point?”

      “Yeah, so don’t mince words,” he said, chuckling as they came to a stop in what had become a neutral trading zone.

      “You brought more friends,” Doctor Bartlow said. “You will find this fuel is of high quality, and it was weighed at twenty-one hundred kilograms, so there is no confusion as to our intent for a smooth transaction. There is a water supply available at the docking bay where Ching Shih is currently at rest. You may draw as much as you find necessary. My engineer suggests you will want to treat it before loading it into your tanks. He assures me this is a common practice for vessels. If you find any difficulty with the water supply, we have other locations we believe to be operational.”

      “Doctor Bartlow, this is Mr. Ole,” Peyton said. “He will be your primary contact for further negotiations. He reports to an executive committee but is free to make exchanges and sign contracts on behalf of Rat Troop.”

      “And who is the elegant woman beside you?” Bartlow asked.

      “She goes by the name Zheng.” Peyton watched Bartlow’s face as it processed through myriad reactions, finally settling on extremely concerned. “She will be staying on this station as my representative.”

      “What?” Zheng asked simultaneously with Bartlow’s same question.

      “This cannot be allowed,” Bartlow said. “She is responsible for hundreds of deaths on this station. She is reviled. You cannot expect us to allow such a person to walk amongst us. I could not possibly ensure her safety.”

      Peyton turned to Ole, ignoring Bartlow’s continuing diatribe. “We’ll be departing in twelve hours or less. Get done what you can here.”

      “So the headline here is—be careful what you wish for,” Ole said wryly.

      “Trooper, please reconsider,” Zheng said. “I am pariah here. I will not be safe.”

      “You are Rat Troop, Ms. Zheng,” Peyton said, looking directly at Bartlow as she spoke. “To attack you is to attack me. I am hopeful that Doctor Bartlow recognizes the danger caused by such a breach of trust.”

      “But there’s no justice….”

      Peyton raised a hand, cutting him off. “You are an educated man, Doctor Bartlow, so I will only tell you this once. If we are to survive, we will learn to put away our grievances. Zombies murdered my people on this station. I saw horrific things done to friends. If I intended to exact justice, no zombie would live past today. Perhaps justice isn’t what you seek. You don’t have to like Ms. Zheng. You merely need to survive her presence, and she yours.”

      “How do you want me to handle this?” Bartlow asked.

      “Ole, you appear to have a customer awaiting your service,” Peyton said. “Zheng, you’re with me.”

      “What you’re asking is lunacy,” Zheng said. “They will kill me.”

      “They won’t,” Peyton said. “Understand. I’m one of those rats you and Mae put on Honzo Reef. I have as much reason to kill you as they do.”

      “You are a more strategic thinker. They will act with loathing and passion,” she said.

      “And you’ll represent my interests,” Peyton said. “I’m not asking you to be anyone’s friend. Your job is to make sure Doctor Bartlow is working to rebuild Honzo Reef and not to create power of his own.”

      “I’m hated; therefore, you stand less risk of him trying to trick you by subverting me,” Zheng said. “Yes, I see the strategy. It just places me at a great deal of risk. Leave me a guard?”

      “You won’t like him,” Peyton said. Zheng glanced back at Zombie Bob, who still barely tolerated her presence. “No.”

      “Mr. Tran, have someone bring the prisoner Kardin Strake to the deck, would you,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” Tran answered.

      “Who is this Kardin Strake?” Zheng asked.

      “The Soshu pirate who was in charge of this docking bay,” Peyton answered.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Mutually assured destruction,” Peyton said. “I’m dead serious about the only way we’ll survive is if we get rid of this ridiculous tribalism. Big corporate, big media would have us fight each other to line their pockets. We have to be smarter than that. There is no Soshu, there no Tsang. We will all rise together.”

      “As Rat Troop,” she said.

      “At least Rat Troop has a retirement policy,” Peyton said. “Keep it together for a couple of years, and you can go wherever you want, do whatever you want. And if we all play nice, maybe we’ll have a place to go by then.”

      “Will you give me a weapon?”

      Peyton withdrew her sidearm and handed it to the bewildered woman. “Don’t look so surprised. I’m wearing armor, and you’d get one shot off before Zombie Bob separated your head from your shoulders.”

      “Trooper?” Tran called, approaching with Kardin Strake, whose wrists and ankles were bound. His eyes fell on the weapon in Zheng’s hand. “Is everything okay here?”

      “Thank you, Tran. It is,” Peyton said. “Mr. Strake, you have two options. Your first is to return to my brig.”

      Strake was a strong, clear-eyed man who Peyton had considered fair in his treatment of her, given the circumstances at least. “Oh, there’s got to be a doozy of a hook here,” Strake said and then continued in a mocking tone. “Trooper, Zheng and a pissant Soshu pirate walk onto an abandoned space station. Somebody gets screwed. Who is it?”

      “Good. We understand each other,” Peyton said. “Ms. Zheng is staying aboard Honzo Reef as my representative. You are now Ms. Zheng’s bodyguard. You will treat her respectfully and, most importantly, keep her alive at all costs. And I do mean all costs. If she is injured while under your protection, that injury will be visited upon you tenfold. Is that screwed enough for you?”

      “You didn’t have to take me so literally,” he said. “I assume she’s had the ‘we’re so screwed, they’ll kill us’ conversation.”

      “That’s where you come in,” Peyton said. “You’ll be allowed a pick of armor from our non-military pieces and a couple of weapons of your choice.”

      “I know we all look alike, but you get that she’s Tsang and I’m Soshu. We’re mortal enemies.”

      “Mr. Tran, I apologize for dumping this on you, but I have matters to attend.”

      “No problem, Trooper, I’ve got this,” Tran said. “And he’s not wrong. There’s got to be a good ‘people walk into a bar’ joke in this somewhere.”

      “I was thinking the same,” Peyton said and then disappeared into the ship.
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      “There. That’s the final bit of code. Ready for upload,” Jai said. “This ought to give Peyton everything she needs to board Freedom Rider through its aux bridge.”

      “And the antinuclei samples are already crated, along with printing instructions for her to input into the manufactories on Freedom Rider,” Marco said. “As soon as you upload, Gracie will shoot out the pod to your sister.”

      Jai tapped a button. “Uploading now.” He leaned back in his seat at the table in the lounge.

      Marco leaned forward. “Tell me about your nanites.”

      Jai shrugged. “Not much to say. I still have them.”

      “And?”

      “And what do you want me to say?”

      “How about you tell me how you were punching code with one hand and running queries with the other?”

      Jai shook his head. “No I wasn’t.”

      “Yes, you were. I was watching you. But what I find even more curious is that when we were both building our files for the pod, you accessed my personal directory even though I never gave you the link and it’s not supposed to be accessible without the link, let alone it being encrypted, yet you went right out to it like it was visible and opened it without my unlocking credentials.”

      Jai chuckled. “I can’t do that.”

      “But you did.”

      Jai frowned as he looked at his screen. He hadn’t done that…had he?

      Marco rubbed his hands together. “Listen, I’ve got a theory I’ve been considering. You see, I encoded the nanites to self-optimize to peak efficiency. In computer language, that’s processing power. And my code was perfect for any operating system. But it’s a different thing in human language, isn’t it? With humans, peak efficiency has as much to do with our bodies—our hardware—as it does with our minds—our software. What I think is the nanites believe peak efficiency pertains only to your cognitive capacity to think, analyze, and understand. If so, they’re prioritizing all activity to supporting your brain, which means your body is being neglected. And since you’re wholly dependent on the nanites for survival, you’re experiencing the weakness in your legs. That’s my theory, anyway.”

      Jai let Marco’s words sink in. He’d had his suspicions already, but to hear Marco voice them out loud cemented them as truth. Instead he said, “What I need to know is how to make it so I’m not dependent on the nanites. I want them out of my body.”

      “Did you try the antinuclei nanites you designed?”

      Jai nodded. “My nanites saw right through the Trojan horse routine and reprogrammed the antinuclei to the nanotech already inside me.”

      Marco steepled his fingers. “While I know it’s frustrating, it makes sense, and more importantly, you’re alive. How I programmed the nanites to constantly upgrade themselves was my finest work. I can’t say I’m prouder of anything else I’ve done.”

      “Great work, except for the little fact that my body’s dying on me,” Jai said.

      Marco didn’t seem bothered. “Think of it. In the past, when human test subjects were injected with nanites, people either died or went insane. The experiments were deemed total failures. And what Dio did with nanites was create slaves to its system—none of those infected with cyclogenes could survive without being managed by Dio. Yet here you are, alive and well—mentally, at least—and not dependent on any outside system. You really are a walking, breathing miracle.”

      Jai slammed a fist on the table. “I don’t want to be a miracle, damn it! I want to be completely free, like Torsha and the others who had the antinuclei work on them.”

      “But you can’t be like them. That ship’s sailed. What I coded for your early version of antinuclei nanites and what you coded for the antinuclei nanites are two completely different systems, because I programmed your nanites to self-upgrade. You know how self-upgrading systems work. There are plenty of them out there, Dio being one itself. Once a system self-upgrades itself several iterations beyond the initial build, it’s considered a new system. You’re still trying to modify nanites based on build zero. That build doesn’t exist anymore.”

      “Yeah, but I can’t modify the nanites based on their build right now, at this moment, because by the time I upload a change, they’ll be a gazillion builds beyond that already.”

      “Exactly. That’s why you’ve been unable to modify your nanites. They are a self-contained, self-upgrading system. All you could possibly do is introduce code for them to consider in their own upgrades, but even then, they’ll disregard your code if it doesn’t fit their optimization parameters.”

      Jai considered Marco’s words for a moment. “Then I’ll figure out how to convince them that my legs are necessary.”

      “That’s likely the best option.”

      Dru came running into the galley. “There’s a Zona bogey snooping around. Get ready. We’re going into full blackout.”

      Jai opened his mouth to speak, but Dru had already run away.

      Jai and Marco glanced at each other and then hurriedly shut down their computers and armlets. Seconds later, the entire ship went dark. While the bridge would continue to have minimal lighting and systems—a ship couldn’t completely shut down in space without making its crew really nervous—the rest of the ship was as dark as the space outside. Really, the inside of the ship was darker than outside, where distant sunlight would still reflect off asteroids.

      Inside, though, Jai couldn’t even see his hand in front of his face. Both Marco and he sat there, not moving, not speaking, as they waited.

      This was the third Zona scout to prowl their little area of space since the New Freedom attack. Would Dirty Diablo and Grim Ronin luck out for a third time? As long as there were no significant electrical signals to be picked up by scanners and as long as the scout didn’t check out the dark side of the asteroid, they had a chance.

      For two long hours they waited in pitch-black silence.

      At some point Jai had fallen asleep, because he shot awake with the lights coming back on. He wiped his mouth and sat up in his chair. Marco stood and grabbed two drinks from the kitchenette.

      Handing one to Jai, he asked, “Ready to get back to work?”

      Jai accepted the drink with a nod. “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      Jai spent every free minute that week on convincing microscopic pieces of hardheaded technology that his legs were useful. They disagreed, because nothing seemed to stick. Marco helped, clearly more because he was fascinated by his little science experiment than for Jai’s well-being.

      Any person with a conscience never would’ve allowed self-upgrading nanites within a person’s body. There were just certain things humans shouldn’t have in their bodies.

      What worried Jai most was that the numbness was climbing. It was halfway up his calves and showed no signs of stopping. Would it ever stop? What if it kept climbing until it reached his brain, leaving only that part of him still alive? He shivered at the thought.

      Voices emerged from the airlock, and Jai made his way from his bunk into the hallway where Wolt and Dru were also emerging from their bunk while Bode and Marco were talking as they came back over from Grim Ronin.

      Dru nodded toward the bag Marco carried. “You and Hart break up?”

      Bode answered, “Marco will be riding with us now. Head to the galley. Caliber’s hired us for a mission.”

      Wolt frowned. “I thought Caliber was dust in the wind.”

      “Not anymore. Caelum contacted Marco. There’s still a few of us in the game,” Bode said.

      “What if we don’t want to be in the game anymore?” Wolt countered.

      Bode raised a brow.

      Wolt shrugged. “Hypothetically, I meant. Of course I’m still playing if the money’s right and the action’s good.”

      Marco spoke. “I can promise you’ll have plenty of both.”
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      “Caelum reconnected with the three surviving transports,” Bode began. “None have the supplies to support passengers onboard for any length of time, so they’ve dropped them off in the outermost colonies of the belt before Zona gets out there.”

      “And what happens when Zona gets out there?” Dru asked.

      “Then those people are on their own. Caliber doesn’t have the resources to help anyone right now,” Bode replied.

      “Did Caelum hear if there are any survivors at New Freedom?” Jai asked.

      “There were. The tunnels held. Unfortunately, Zona took everyone prisoner and gave them a choice: either sign long-term work contracts for Zona or get sent off to prison work camps.”

      Wolt grunted. “Not like there’s much difference between the two.”

      “There’s not, but at least they’re still alive. There were enough cameras still working to show they were boarded safely. Zona’s still a corporation. They’re not going to kill any additions to their free workforce.”

      “It doesn’t sound like there’s anything we can do for them,” Jai said glumly.

      “There’s not. They’re on their own,” Bode replied.

      “Then what’s Caelum want to hire us for?” Dru asked.

      “Not Caelum. Me,” Marco said. “And if everything goes right, we’ll not only help all the Caliber people being forced into Zona work contracts but also every other person in this system under a Zona contract.”

      Wolt chortled. “Sounds like someone’s been snorting dust from the wish fairy.”

      “Maybe, but recent events have led me to believe there’s a greater chance of success than ever.” Marco looked directly at Jai when he spoke, which made Jai sit lower in his chair.

      Dru noticed the exchange. “What’s the job?” she asked.

      Marco bore a solemn expression. “We take down Zona by taking out their AI.”

      Dru burst out laughing. “You saw the news. Any known associates of Caliber are being considered anti-corporate terrorists. Now that they’ve beat Setteri, Zona’s swarming the outer belt like locusts. We’re a lot better off putting as much distance as possible between ourselves and Caliber.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Wolt said. “Every Zona gunship is in the Kuiper belt hunting down us and ours. Running’s the smart thing to do.”

      “Not this time,” Bode said. “Zona identified us at New Freedom. There’s no way they didn’t—we were right in the thick of things. They’re coming after us no matter what we do.”

      “And that makes it the perfect time to attack Zona on their own turf.”

      “With what? Two ships?” Dru asked.

      “No, with the entire Caliber fleet, or what’s left of it, anyway,” Bode said.

      “And how many ships is that?” Wolt asked.

      “Fourteen,” Bode replied.

      “And three of those are unarmed transports,” Dru said.

      Bode nodded.

      “So how many ships, really?” Wolt asked.

      “Seven with weapons,” Bode replied.

      “So, barely a squadron,” Wolt replied.

      “Along with whatever non-Zona corporate ships Caelum can get to commit,” Marco added.

      “And how many’s that?” Wolt asked.

      “I don’t have an answer for you yet, but Caelum’s confident there are some Setteri crews along with Meherata crews who want a little payback for Zona bullying them for so long.”

      Wolt exhaled loudly. “So we’re going to assault a heavily armed Zona station—I’m assuming it’s heavily armed if their precious Dio AI system’s there—with a whopping seven confirmed ships?”

      Bode nodded. “That’s the plan.”

      Wolt leaned back in his seat. “I take back what I said earlier. No money is good enough for that.”

      “You said you wanted action,” Bode said.

      “Yeah, but the action I like is the action I have a chance of walking away from.”

      Jai had been quiet. He’d been contemplating the job ever since Marco mentioned the goal was to take out Dio. He finally spoke then. “You think we can get to Dio?”

      Marco nodded. “Yes. With the Zona fleet in the outer belt, this is our best—and maybe our only—time to launch an assault on Dio Station. Its defense systems are nearly all automated. We hack those,” he glanced at Jai, “and we’re in. It has a relatively small number of human-led defenses there.”

      “How do you know this?” Dru asked.

      Marco replied, “Because my primary goal when I infiltrated Zona was to learn everything I could about Dio. I have the station schematics along with personnel assignments for the entire station.”

      “And I’ll voice the concern I voiced earlier when talking with Marco and Caelum,” Bode began. “That data is a year old. A lot can change in a year. For all we know, Dio’s been relocated.”

      Marco shook his head. “Impossible. It pulls too much energy to move easy. Dio’s still there. And true, some small details have I’m sure changed, but nothing we can’t handle as long as we go in with a flexible plan.”

      “A flexible plan? It sounds more like a ‘let’s pray to God and hope for divine intervention’ sort of plan,” Wolt said.

      “Taking down Dio won’t work,” Jai said. “They have backups. We take out the core, and they’ll have a new version back up and running in no time.”

      Marco shook his head again. “There’s only one physical Dio unit due to the extreme complexity and energy costs to maintain it. Any backups feed into the physical unit. We destroy that, we destroy Dio.”

      Dru shrugged. “That doesn’t sound so bad. You fellas hack the defense grid, and then we shoot the hell out of it.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s tucked deep inside an asteroid. Even Zona’s largest photon cannons couldn’t penetrate that much rock,” Bode said.

      Jai rubbed his eyes. “We’re going to have to go in there.” He blew out a breath as he slumped. “I knew you were going to say that.”

      “It’s the only way,” Marco said. “We take down the defense grid, enter the station, and insert a modified cocktail of viruses into the machine. The entire Zona system relies on Dio’s integrated computer network. You take out Dio, the defense network will freeze up and Zona will be dead in the water. We’ll be able to waltz right out of there.”

      “After all that, we’ll still need to introduce viruses to any backup copies,” Jai said.

      “Yes, but with your new skills, I don’t see that as a problem,” Marco said.

      Jai cracked his knuckles as he thought. “Dio’s a self-upgrading system. It knows about the antinuclei and probably has built walls to fend it off, and it probably has every antivirus known to man and then some.”

      “That’s why we’ll use nanites that can penetrate firewalls. You’ve got to admit, building nanites with the sole function of destroying will be a much simpler project than building them to not kill a human body in the process. I wish we could do this from here, but Dio is in a fully contained safe box. The only way we can force our way in is through a hardline. It can block any other traffic.”

      “You guys are talking above my head, but if Jai thinks it’s easy, you can count me in,” Wolt said.

      “Oh, it’s not easy,” Jai said. “But I think we can make it work. I just need some time to think about it.”

      “How much time?” Bode asked.

      Jai shrugged. “It could take a couple of weeks, at least.”

      “Good.” Bode looked across the faces. “The station’s tucked deep in the inner belt, so that gives us three weeks to prepare.”

      Jai balked. “I was talking about taking a couple of weeks to think about it. Who knows how long it’ll take to write the code?”

      “Relax,” Marco said. “You won’t be working on this alone. We’re in this together. I’m the best net-jack in the system and you’re…special. If the two of us can’t figure out a way to kill a computer, no one can.”
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      Two weeks later.

      “Nope. It’s not gonna work,” Jai said for the tenth time that hour.

      “Are you sure?” Marco asked.

      “This time I am. One hundred percent. No, make that one hundred and twenty percent sure. The antinuclei works over and over because Dio can’t update its nanites in its drones. Its cyclogene nanites are simple—it was easy to hack them. An AI computer is anything but. I tell you, nanites of any kind aren’t going to work as the delivery vehicle.”

      “Then you tell me how we’re going to introduce viruses into a system that doesn’t require any type of interface for updates,” Marco said.

      Jai ran his hands through his hair. “I don’t know.”

      They’d been racking their brains but hadn’t figured out how to upload the ensemble of viruses they’ve been pulling together to distract Dio from the real code—the Rune codebreaker program that Jai had been tinkering with since he was sixteen—that would allow Jai and Marco open access to Dio’s source code. Rune would work—he was sure of it—if they only had an interface.

      He stared at his screen. He’d relocated his computer to the galley since there wasn’t enough room in his bunk for both his and Marco’s computers side by side.

      Dru popped into the open doorway. “Hey, either of you need the manny for the next hour or two? I’ve got to print some insulation patches for some wires that keep rubbing against the ship’s frame.”

      Marco waved his hand. “It’s all yours.”

      Jai held up his hand. “Dru, wait. You’re an engineer. Any ideas on how to get into a computer without an interface?”

      “No interface?” Her brows furrowed, then she shook her head. “I’ve never seen a machine that didn’t have an interface of some kind. How else would you upload backup copies if the system was corrupted and offline?”

      “But Dio doesn’t have an interface,” Marco said.

      “Are you sure it doesn’t?” she countered.

      When neither man answered, she said, “Thought so.” And left.

      “It has to have an interface, right?” Jai asked.

      “If it does, I don’t know what type it is, and we can’t carry every format imaginable.”

      Jai held up a finger. “All right, so nanites won’t work against a computer, but a computer can’t stop a signal.”

      “Dio is housed within a safe box. No signal can penetrate unless it’s approved traffic. And safe boxes are designed that if they suffer a certain amount of damage, additional layers slam down to protect the device.”

      “Exactly. Hear me out. Nanites won’t work because Dio’s onto them, but we were going to inject the nanites directly into its liquid core, right? So what if we still use the injector approach, but instead of injecting nanites, we inject a metal rod that exposes the core to our signal, and then we hit it with Rune? That shouldn’t cause enough damage to initiate the emergency protocols, I hope. What do you think?”

      Marco sighed and leaned back. “I don’t know. It could work. What we need is the schematics for Dio itself, and we’re not going to get a hold of those.”

      Jai shrugged. “That’s why we’ll go in with our best guess.”

      Marco thought at length. “Okay, we bring in two injectors: one with nanites programmed with the viruses and a trojan containing Rune; and the other with an old-fashioned, conductive metal rod.”

      “Along with grenades and blasters, of course,” Jai said.

      “Of course.”

      Marco’s features were tight. “I wish we had more time and more data to work from. I don’t like our odds.”

      “But you said it yourself, with the fleet still in the outer belt, hitting Dio now gives us the best odds we’re ever going to have.” Jai turned to the screen in the galley that was playing Free Beacon news. Two more colonies had been brutally raided by Zona today. “We have to take them down.”

      “Take it down,” Marco said. “Taking Dio down is a necessary first step, but the Zona fleet will still be out there.”

      Jai nodded glumly. He hoped that Peyton was safe, but knowing her, she was as far away from safe as possible. He’d check in on, her except that all ships flying the Dio job were flying dark, i.e. they were flying without communications or transponders. Assuming Zona—through Dio’s capabilities—was tracking all network chatter, the small Caliber operation group couldn’t risk getting any data picked up.

      “First things first, right?” Jai said hopefully. If Dio was destroyed, no one would be enslaved by its nanites again. People like Torsha wouldn’t have to suffer. He then realized something. “Wait a sec, have you thought about what happens to all the Dio drones out there once Dio’s offline?”

      “I have.”

      When Marco didn’t elaborate, Jai said, “They’ll die. Without getting the antinuclei to reprogram and then deactivate the cyclogenes, those people will go into system failures. They’ll die.”

      “I know. Any who are fully leashed to Dio will die, and there’s nothing we can do about that. I can tell you that Caelum has distributed the antinuclei instructions to every Caliber facility with a manufactury. We’re saving who we can, but we can’t save everyone. Not in time.”

      Jai sulked as he began to think of how many people he’d be killing when he took down Dio.

      “…Jai.”

      He looked over at Marco.

      “I was saying that what happens to those people is not your fault,” Marco said.

      “I didn’t say it was.”

      “From the look on your face, I think different. Listen, I need you all-in on this. Who knows what we’ll have to deal with when reach Dio. We’re going to have to think on our feet.”

      Jai grunted. “If I’m even still on my feet by then.” The numbness had reached the bottom of his knees and he walked like a ninety-year-old man.

      Marco glowered. “Self-pity will only get yourself killed and me killed right along with you. I need to know: is your head going to be in the game? Because there are billions of people whose lives will be dramatically improved if we can rid the universe of Zona.”

      Jai stiffened. “You can count on me.”

      “Good. Then let’s get to work on how we’re going to hack that station’s defense grid.”
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      “Let me get this straight,” Ole said. “You want to board a destroyer. Not a big sloop, not a frigate, but a destroyer that probably out masses and outguns us four to one. Can our weapons even penetrate its armor?”

      “It would take concentrated fire,” Tran said. “That’s not the problem. Destroyers have a much larger weapons platform. They carry true medium-range weapons that can penetrate our armor, regardless of concentrated fire. We might be able to stand toe-to-toe with a Tengo class destroyer for ninety seconds, but that’s assuming they decided to leave missiles behind and don’t have any drone fighters.”

      “Alli?” Peyton asked, going around the table for input.

      “Where’s Zheng?” Alli asked.

      “Don’t you have any input on Freedom Rider?”

      “Ole and Tran are stating technical facts that I’m pretty sure you already know,” she said. “You’re not suicidal, so you have a way around the weapons. I’m probably more concerned about the AI running the crew and how we know they’re not infectious. That’s how nanites work, you know. It’s like Nanite-101. The first job for a nanite is to make a copy of itself and then go about its evil business.”

      “It is true, I’m withholding information,” Peyton said. “First, I have an insider who can shut down all electronics aboard Freedom Rider for twenty-two minutes, give or take.”

      “That’s a good start,” Ole said. “Depending on how much of that give or take there is. Can this insider of yours leave a door open? I don’t know the specs on that armor, but I bet we’d have a hell of a time prying open those hatches. Do they have those new armor plates that overlap openings when they’re in combat?”

      “I’ve just started reading the datasheets provided by my contact,” Peyton said. “That’s one of the points made, though. If Freedom Rider enters combat mode before the shutdown, we’ll have to consider aborting the mission because of exactly that point. Tran, can you work on an alternative plan, just in case?”

      “Twenty-two minutes isn’t a long time,” Tran said. “If we get caught inside weapons range, we won’t have any way to escape. Ching Shih is fast, but it’ll take us at least five minutes of max acceleration to get off that hull if we can’t breach.”

      “What are we doing about the infected?” Alli asked.

      “Turns out there’s a cure for these particular little buggers,” Peyton said. “Our contact has already launched a kinetic tube. We have its vector and location data.”

      “That’s seriously old school,” Ole whistled.

      “I don’t know what a kinetic tube is,” Alli said.

      “Just what it sounds like,” Peyton said. “Sealed steel tube launched with some kinetic launcher. The tube doesn’t have any propulsion of its own. They’re impossible to find unless you know where they’re at, what direction they’re headed, and how fast they’re going. It was popular back in the Mars Insurrection. They used to ship VIPs off-world. Someone leaked a schedule to Nagata Corporation and then they fell out of favor after a few unplanned incidents.”

      “As in VIPs go boom?” Alli asked, pantomiming an explosion.

      “Precisely,” Peyton agreed. “The payloads are extremely temperamental since their navigation is fixed and can’t be changed in flight.”

      “But that’s how we’re going to get our boogieman AI plague cure,” Alli said. “What if it gets intercepted and they send something bad in its place?”

      “We have safeguards,” Peyton said.

      “Two boarding squads through the door?” Carlot asked. “Do we have a ship layout?”

      “I’ve included everything we know about Freedom Rider in the data you now have access to. I want Tran and Carlot to work up a breach and entry plan. Ole, you need to prepare for dealing with as many as seventy-five prisoners.”

      “Why so many?”

      “Here’s the hard part,” Peyton said. “The crew we’re going up against isn’t technically our enemy.”

      “Don’t do this,” Carlot said.

      Peyton shook her head. “No, I understand there’ll be casualties. I’ve made it clear to the folks asking us to do this that we move fast and hard. But I’ll tell you. We’re Rat Troop and we’re going up against a captured population. They’re not innocents, but they’re on the right side of things. We have to work to minimize unnecessary death and injury.”

      “What’s in this for us?” Ole asked.

      “We board it. We own it,” Peyton said.

      “Seriously,” Ole said. “What do they get out of it then?”

      “Freedom Rider has been targeted for a bombing run at Makemake,” Peyton said. “They want us to save eight thousand colonists.”

      “It sounds like a trap,” Tran said. “It’s too good to be true. We roll up on a destroyer that’s powered down and it’s ours? If they can shut it down, why not send their own tug out that way?”

      “They don’t have any way to board and take control,” Peyton said. “They’re expecting heavy resistance from the crew. The AI running the show won’t care if someone’s a steward or a gunner’s mate. They’ll send these guys at us with no fear for their own lives. Without battle armor, this is an impossible task.”

      “Do you understand what you’re asking?” Carlot asked. “This will be a slaughter. If they won’t protect themselves, we won’t be able to rationalize with them. They’ll force us to shoot them.”

      “Over half of the existing crew is already dead,” Peyton said. “The butcher’s bill is already fat. I do know what I’m asking. I’ll be right there with you.”

      “Sonnofabitch,” Carlot cursed. “This sucks.”

      “Alli, work with Naki on navigation to grab that kinetic tube. We’ll send Bordeaux out to grab it. Tran, I’d like you to stick around and work with Carlot with the squads.”

      “Of course, Trooper,” Tran said.

      “I’d like to command Bordeaux,” Alli said. “I want to make sure that tube gets picked up right, ’cause I’m sure not getting on that plague ship otherwise and neither are you.”

      “Your discretion.”

      “The crew is getting restless,” Ole said. “Those transports didn’t exactly bring home big cash. Do we have any hope this Freedom Rider will have a cash payout?”

      “We need to work on our messaging,” Peyton said. “We’re going after a destroyer. I understand that doesn’t buy whiskey and companionship at Calmac Harbor, but it puts Rat Troop in a class of our own. Just like procuring three squads worth of battle armor has.”

      “There’s talk that you’re trying to get Rat Troop out of the pirate business,” Ole said.

      “I think that’s rather a strong statement,” Peyton said. “I had forgotten, though, how short-sighted people can be. This comes back to receiving consistent payouts. Something, might I add, that most of our crew has never had. So I’m guessing the grumbling is coming from so-called pros.”

      “Look, there are expectations about being a pirate. You risk your life, you get paid, you get laid, drunk or both…rinse and repeat,” Ole said.

      Peyton tamped down the irritation she felt listening to the conversation. Ole was the messenger, but she suspected he’d become a sympathetic ear to those who would grouse. It was a personality defect she’d learned to fight against in Academy leadership training. By creating a sympathetic ear, a leader was able to gain short-term loyalty, but that loyalty would be to the organization’s detriment.

      “As leaders,” she said calmly, “it is our responsibility to communicate Rat Troop’s mission clearly. And while I appreciate your candor in bringing this to my attention, I’d ask, how would you solve this concern?”

      “Look, I’m not trying to make trouble,” Ole said. “I’m just saying what I’ve heard.”

      “That’s not good enough, Mr. Ole,” Peyton said. “To every trooper in this ship, you are number two, as is Mr. Tran and Alli. You don’t get to hide behind just being a messenger.”

      Anger flushed on Ole’s face. “Well, that’s just the problem, isn’t it,” Ole said. “I’m not number two. None of us are. You make decisions and then that’s what we do. There’s no discussion. Sure, we talk about how to implement your plans. But it’s always your plan.”

      “Tell me, Mr. Ole, how are your negotiations with the good doctor?” Peyton asked.

      “In trade for some excess medical supplies, we’ll have a private docking bay. We’re working out final details on a small ownership stake for our excess MREs. I don’t think we should put gold on the table at this point. We don’t know for sure he’s going to come out on top for control of Honzo Reef,” Ole said.

      “How many pirates have an ownership stake in a space station, no matter how small?” Peyton asked.

      “That’s not a thing,” Ole said. “But…crap, I see where you’re going. We could give out apartments as payment for the transport job.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Peyton said and when she saw Ole’s face fall, she hastily added. “But you did. Ole, I need you to turn Rat Troop lemons into lemonade. I don’t know anyone who knows the value of every little thing as you do, nor do I know anyone who can find a buyer. I need you. Rat Troop needs you. But you need to carry my banner. Don’t listen to whining. Find a solution. You are perhaps the most talented person in this that I have ever known.”

      “If it were anybody else saying that, I’d think they were buttering me up,” Ole said. “Not you. Okay. I’m on board. I screwed up, but I’ll fix it. I think a whole apartment is too much. Maybe we could look at leases….”

      “I assume you have that under control?” Peyton asked. “I’d like to make a mission announcement in a few hours. It’d be best if our people were feeling in high spirits.”

      “Can it wait ’till morning?” Ole asked. “I found a few cases of a Martian beer and a few other party favors. I’d like to host a Luau tonight.”

      “You have a pig?” Tran asked.

      “No, but don’t tell anyone,” Ole said. “I won’t break out the food until people are good and drunk.”

      “Alli, pick your crew and make sure you take something nice along. We don’t need hurt feelings,” Peyton said.

      “That kills you to say, doesn’t it,” Alli said.

      “More than you know. We’re fighting for the soul of humanity here and we’re worried about luaus and gold pieces,” Peyton said dryly.

      “People need something to fight for, Trooper,” Ole said. “Someone recently reminded me that it’s our job to make sure we give it to them.”

      “I’d like to get going,” Carlot said. “This is all well and good, but I want to kick some ass before we tie on a big drunk. I’ll lose the whole next morning otherwise.”

      “Go,” Peyton said.
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      Peyton woke with a minor headache. While desperately wanting to avoid Ole’s luau, she knew it would be poor form. And it had been good that she’d attended since Doctor Bartlow had accepted Ole’s invitation to attend and had brought fifteen of his closest friends with him. Not missing a beat, Ole had used the opportunity to share some of Rat Troop’s wealth and further cement their relationship with Honzo Reef’s fledgling leadership. As irritating as Ole could be, Peyton could not dismiss the value he brought in a discipline she had no interest in.

      Stepping onto the bridge, she found the woman Naga had been given second chair, next to Tenor at the helm. It was a startling display of just how flexible low-level crew were. One day, Naga was a transport pilot of the largest corporation in the system. The next, she was helping to sail the very vessel that shot down her ship. Even more interesting was the zeal in which she approached the task.

      That Zona cultivated no loyalty wasn’t a huge surprise. Would Rat Troop suffer similarly though? Was Ole right? Was every day a search for the next paycheck with no understanding of a greater good? She refused to believe that was the case, even though she knew there to be a portion of truth to it.

      “Naki, have we heard from Alli?” Peyton asked.

      “No comms for three more hours. Bordeaux blacked out on approach to their target. Lieutenant Alli wanted to make sure there was no hanky-panky, her words not mine,” Naki answered.

      “Coffee, Trooper?”

      Peyton didn’t recognize the soft-spoken man who offered her the insulated pouch. She accepted. The man was rail thin, so much that she knew he was from Honzo Reef. What he was doing on her ship, however, she wasn’t sure.

      “What’s your name, trooper? Where’d you come from?”

      “Recruit, Trooper,” he answered. “Florent. We attended Academy together. I was on Blue Squad for the first crucible. Got hurt. Ended up here.”

      Peyton searched the man’s face. She had a flawless memory, but search as much as she tried, she couldn’t find the affable Cajun. He smiled as he figured out what she was doing. It was like looking at a ghost. “Wow,” she said, exhaling a long breath. “How’d you get aboard? And on the bridge, no less?”

      He pulled out a single, very worn dog tag and held it out to her. “This meant something to Sergeant Carlot,” he said.

      “Means something to me too. Do you remember Pavlov?” she asked.

      “I do. He lost an arm. They treated him badly.”

      “You should look in the mirror before you say that again with a straight face,” Peyton said. “No, Pavlov is in medical. They call him One Gun. I’m not fond of the name, but it sure was good to find him.”

      “I know you’re busy, but how is all this possible?” he asked. “We were the best of the best once. Being discarded was more painful than I could have imagined.”

      Peyton raised her voice. “That’s what we here at Rat Troop call recruiting. Am I right, Naki?”

      “Hell yeah, Trooper!”

      Florent grinned, which looked odd on his emaciated face. “Well, all right then. Get you some breakfast? They said you prefer a protein bar in the morning.”

      “You getting what you need?” Peyton asked.

      “More than what I need,” he said. “I can’t eat normally yet. Troopers keep tryin’ to hand me food. I just need time.”

      “Fair enough. A protein bar would be good. I like the berry ones.”

      Florent handed her a bar and then finished making his rounds on the bridge, disappearing as quietly as he’d appeared.

      “Trooper, we’re at a checkpoint,” Naki said. “The current navigation plan calls for us to leave Honzo Reef in t-minus ten minutes for our meet-up with Bordeaux. It’s time to recall all personnel from Honzo Reef and close up the docking bay.”

      “Proceed as planned,” Peyton said.

      The activity level on the bridge increased significantly as Naki picked up Alli’s responsibility for inter-departmental communication.

      “Ms. Naga, how are you at navigation?” Peyton asked.

      “Passed all certification levels at Academy with flying colors,” Naga said. “It’s a requirement for pilots now.”

      “Do you mind taking Naki’s seat? I believe I require a second officer,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” Naga said.

      Naki looked at Peyton with huge eyes. “Trooper?”

      “Mr. Ole, I’ve just advanced trooper Ms. Naki to some sort of bridge officer. Can you figure out an appropriate title? Also, I assigned the new pilot, Naga, to navigation. Though, if we end up at a Zona base, someone should question her.”

      Ole’s response was filled with laughter. “You’re in a good mood this morning,” he said.

      “You must have known sending Florent up here would do that,” she said.

      “So he’s the real deal, then?”

      “Sure is. Are you prioritizing Academy experience in your recruiting?”

      “I’d be dumb not to. Say what you want about their politics, but Zona can pick talent. I grabbed two others from Honzo Reef. They’re from earlier classes, but I have a good feeling about them too.”

      “They’re not quite ready for Carlot yet, but we’ll get ’em there.”

      “Trooper, we’re ready to disembark,” Naki said, looking very uncomfortable, standing in Alli’s spot on the bridge.

      “Take us out nice and easy, Naki,” Peyton said.

      Resting against the standing rail, Peyton focused on the ship’s optical feeds, which were primarily focused on the station. There were many uncertainties in their future, especially with Honzo Reef. Would Soshu show up with force large enough to overtake the fledgling government, or would the government deteriorate to infighting?

      In Captain Mae of Soshu, she’d seen a powerful woman who was very much in charge. Now in that same position, she understood just how fragile of a bubble that power was. If Carlot could convince her squads to mutiny, there was nothing Peyton could do to stop the event. And while she’d joked about Naga navigating them into trouble, it was a very real possibility if her work wasn’t checked. Any number of troopers had the power to pull at a thread and start the unraveling of what they’d built so far. Peyton wondered if every leader felt as much the imposter as she did.

      For a couple of hours, Peyton made herself busy reading reports from her lieutenants and other directs. Carlot’s reports were by far the most detailed and Ole’s were the tersest. And as annoying as everyone found the process, the value to Peyton was inestimable, providing insight into her leaders and their charges. She was finally broken from her reverie by Naki.

      “Trooper, we have a communications link request from Bordeaux,” Naki said. Peyton nodded. “Go ahead, Bordeaux.”

      “Trooper, are you there?” Alli asked.

      “Copy that, Alli,” Peyton said. “We’re on the original schedule. Any trouble with the pickup?”

      “Negative,” Alli answered. “We have a cylinder, roughly one-third of a meter in diameter and a meter and a half long. Whatever’s inside is producing no heat, and there is no radiation. Do you want me to open it up?”

      “Let’s get it to medical first,” Peyton said. “I have no idea what atmospheric conditions it needs to be store in.”

      “I thought the same thing. We’ve got it in a dry airlock,” Alli said. “We’ll rendezvous in six hours. Bordeaux out.”

      “Good job, Alli. Ching Shih out.”
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      Seven ships, three of which were free agents and not even Caliber ships, moved deeper into the inner belt toward a nondescript asteroid that would’ve merited no special notice had it not been a secret Zona station. There were no other ships in the vicinity and no signs of habitation, let alone mining operations, on the oblong-shaped asteroid with a radius that couldn’t have been more than a kilometer.

      “That’s Dio Station? Sure doesn’t look like much,” Wolt said as the crew watched the asteroid’s grainy image on the long-distance scanner develop into a cleaner picture as they entered its quadrant.

      “It is,” Bode said. “And since we can see it, you better believe it can see us. Jai, Marco, now’s the time to get to work on bringing down that defense grid and comms system.”

      “Already on it.” Jai sat at his usual station on the bridge with Marco looking over his shoulder. He’d already sent out the first pings to test the station’s security. They’d bounced back like he’d expected. But with those pings, he’d piggybacked crawlers that were now drilling pinprick-sized holes through the defense grid’s firewall. Data populated down the right column of Jai’s screen as the crawlers fed back their findings. Also, as he’d expected, the station had multiple firewalls in place, which meant it’d take longer for his code to drill through the firewalls to get him access to the defense system.

      Code had always fascinated him. An attack on the station was underway and no one could see a thing. Code was invisible to the naked eye but, in its own way, could cause as much death and damage as any photon cannon.

      “Uh oh, we’ve got movement.” Dru pointed at the large screen on the bridge.

      Tiny specks of dust shot out from the dark asteroid, disappearing in the empty space too far away for normal eyes to see.

      “Spider drones,” Marco said. “They’ll be heading straight for us.”

      “I hate drones,” Wolt said. “They give me the creeps. No robots should ever be made to look like bugs, especially when said bugs have guns in each leg.”

      “Can you get a better view? To see how much time we have before they’re in range?” Marco asked.

      “Working on it,” Bode replied.

      Marco began typing on his armlet. “Since it’s clear we’ve been seen, we no longer have to stay dark.”

      “Bringing our comms online now,” Jai said as he continued to work the cyberattack on Dio Station’s defense grid.

      Soon, the large screen displayed a few dozen black dots, visible only by the scanner tagging each one with a red circle.

      “If these are standard spider drones, they’ll be within our firing range in sixty seconds. I’m bringing all our remaining systems online,” Bode said.

      “Any time now, Jai,” Wolt said.

      “I’m working on it.” Dio had more firewalls on its defense system than he’d expected. Seriously, who put four layers of firewalls on anything?

      “We’ll be in their firing range within thirty seconds,” Bode said.

      The data scrolling in the right column on Jai’s screen changed, and he grinned. “I’m in.” He sent in a hijack packet and within three seconds he had administrative control to the system. He quickly typed in a shutdown command for the defense grid.

      “Ten seconds,” Bode said.

      “They’re going offline now,” Jai said.

      “Then why are they still coming at us?” Wolt asked.

      “Even if those drones are dead, they still have all that speed keeping them going in a straight line until they plow into something,” Bode said. “I count five on an intercept path with us…hold on. I’m moving to evade now before getting back on an intercept line with that station.”

      Jai held onto the edges of his panel, but the course adjustments were shallow and smooth. He watched on the screen as black spider drones zipped by them, their tentacles dragging harmlessly behind them.

      “That was a pretty basic defense system for being a super-special station,” Dru said.

      “Yeah, I’m surprised this Dio thing doesn’t have more tricks,” Wolt said.

      “You wouldn’t have been calling those spider drones basic once they latched onto the hull and started cutting through it,” Bode said.

      “Dio’s still just a computer,” Jai said. “And it’s probably already sent out a call for support.”

      “I thought you were disabling its comms,” Wolt said.

      “I am. I’ve nearly got them…there, the station’s comms are down.” Jai spun in his seat. “Everything’s down, except Dio can still relay information through its private cyclogene network. I can’t access that from here. Like I said, it’s safe to say all of Zona knows we’re here by now.”

      “Let’s hope we’re long gone before their support arrives.”

      “Doesn’t look like it,” Bode said grimly. “Hangar doors are opening.” He pointed at a spot on the large screen where Zona’s gunships were emerging.

      “Dang it,” Jai complained. “I was really hoping it was a fully automated station.”

      “That’s because you don’t like dealing with people,” Dru said.

      “That’s because people do crazy, irrational things like try to shoot me,” he countered.

      Bode flipped the power systems to transfer energy to the front shields, causing the internal lights to dim. “Well, get ready for some crazy, irrational things, because those gunships are coming in hot.”
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      “That hangar door’s open. I’m taking us in, but I’m going to make it look like we’re scared and breaking off. Marco, you tell the others to cover us. They should be able to since we outnumber them,” Bode said just before the ship propelled forward, sending Jai back against his seat.

      “I’m doing that now.” Marco had strapped into a jump seat behind Jai and was busily sending details via his armlet to the other six ships that had come with Dirty Diablo.

      “Wait. You’re going through the hangar?” Jai asked.

      “I sure am,” Bode replied.

      “Isn’t that a bit obvious? Kinda like pounding on the front door?” Jai countered.

      “They know we’re coming. There’s no sneaking in now. So the faster we get in there and to that computer, the better our chances are,” Bode said.

      “That hangar doesn’t look very big,” Wolt said.

      “If a gunship can fit through, so can we,” Bode said.

      Wolt held up his hands. “If you say so. You’re the captain.”

      Jai fisted his hands as he watched the incoming gunships, trying to think of ways to help. He continued to monitor the station’s defense grid and communications systems, but he had them locked down tight. If Dio controlled those systems, perhaps he’d have more of a fight, but these were clearly human-managed rather than computer-managed, which played in Jai’s favor. He wondered why—it would’ve made more sense to have a supercomputer handle its own defense system, but maybe the people in Zona never really trusted a computer to guard itself. If it controlled the defenses, it could’ve easily have prevented any access to its station if it decided that doing so was in the best interest of its protocols. And Zona’s board certainly wouldn’t be happy with an errant computer.

      Zona’s board…Jai wondered if any of them had cyclogenes. Was General Batteaux a Dio drone too? He shook off the idea nearly as quickly as it’d come. Batteaux was far too proud and smart to let himself be slaved to a computer.

      The incoming gunships—four of them—opened fire. Bode corkscrewed the ship to evade. Jai grabbed his seat. “Whoa!”

      “Would’ve been nice if the other corporations sent in their fleets like Caelum promised,” Wolt said drily from his jump seat.

      “He tried,” Marco said. “But New Freedom’s fall caused all of Caliber’s allies to lose faith in the movement. We’re on our own.”

      On the screen, Dirty Diablo was pulling away from the other six rebel ships as the four Zona gunships closed the distance to fight them. Other than taking a single shot, the gunships seemed to be ignoring Diablo and instead focusing on the rebel ships that were firing back at them.

      Bode piloted the ship away from the battle in a wide arc that would take them to the station. Jai had taken down the station’s defense grid, which meant that anyone attempting to monitor the situation from the asteroid wouldn’t have access to any radar systems.

      No other gunships emerged from the station, which made Jai suspect that the entire secondary defense force was already in use.

      “All right. Make sure you’re buckled in good and tight. This is going to be a hard slip,” Bode said.

      As Dirty Diablo approached the asteroid, Jai turned from watching on the screen to looking out the window. The hangar doors were still open, but the opening seemed impossibly small for their speed.

      “Uh, you’re not going to fly us straight through that asteroid are you?” Jai asked.

      “Shh. I’m busy trying not to kill us here,” Bode said.

      Jai clamped his mouth shut.

      Bode didn’t seem to slow the ship down even as the hangar loomed. Jai tensed and gripped his seat harder and harder, stiffening in his seat, until Bode reversed power at the last possible moment. Dirty Diablo slowed abruptly, but not nearly enough for Jai’s comfort. The ship shot through the open doors. Bode added what felt like full reverse power. At the same time, the ship was sucked down. If Jai hadn’t been strapped in, he would’ve hit the ceiling at the pulling sensation of negative Gs.

      The ship scraped against the metal runway, sliding until it came to a rough stop at the edge of the runway. The entire crew seemed to let out a collective breath.

      “I wasn’t expecting the dock to have gravity. Made for a bit rougher landing than I expected,” Bode said, though Jai noticed his captain bore a smile.

      “That…was not what I’d call a landing,” Wolt said.

      “We’re on the ground. No one’s hurt. The ship can fly again. What would you call it?” Bode asked.

      “A crash that by some miracle no one got killed in,” Wolt replied.

      Photon beams reflected off the hull. Jai’s attention snapped to the front window to see a turret gun shooting at them from a small guard tower.

      “Hold on.” Bode added power to the left engine. The ship swung around. As it moved, he fired at the turret, the metal rounds shredding the composite fiber. Within a dozen shots, the turret was nothing more than a smoking pile of debris.

      “You have projectile guns installed on this ship. Those are highly illegal,” Marco commented.

      “Are you complaining?” Bode asked.

      “Not at all.”

      “Good.” Bode unbuckled and stood. “Then let’s get going before more guys with guns show up.”

      All four crew members, plus Marco, made their way to the airlock. They’d donned their suits and weaponry before reaching the asteroid’s quadrant. Marco carried the backpack with the injectors since Jai struggled to walk. He leaned heavily on his cane now. Jai looked down at his legs. Get me through this. Please. Just get me through this.

      Rather than opening the outer airlock, Bode looked across all the faces. To Jai, he gave a simple nod. You can do this.

      When he eyed Dru, she lifted her chin. “I’m not staying behind. Not this time.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask you to.” Then he opened the door, and they all stepped out into Dio Station.
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      Ching Shih’s docking collar slid effortlessly as powerful magnetic mooring lines bound Bordeaux to her hull. A single armored trooper carefully picked the metal cylinder from Bordeaux’s deck and looked to Peyton for further orders.

      “Straight to medical,” Peyton said. “I want Pavlov to oversee the extraction of the materials.”

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” came the crisp reply.

      Peyton caught Alli’s eye. “Good job, Alli.”

      “Thanks,” Alli said. “Could we talk a minute, privately?”

      “Clear the airlock, please,” Peyton ordered. All but Zombie Bob moved away, suddenly realizing they had other priorities. “What’s on your mind, Alli?”

      “I’m not up to commanding a ship, Pey,” she said, using her pet name for Peyton instead of her Rat Troop designation. “If we’re headed into combat, I shouldn’t be the one making all those decisions.”

      “I’m sorry for placing you in an uncomfortable position,” Peyton said. “We are short-handed. I needed someone I trust implicitly.”

      “No, this was okay,” Alli said. “I just know we’re headed into trouble. I’m just saying, I felt like an idiot giving commands only to have my bridge crew look at me like I’d lost my mind.”

      “Sometimes crews like to test new commanders,” Peyton said.

      “They were right though,” Alli said. “We got through it, but…I’m sorry, Pey, I know I’m disappointing you.”

      Peyton gave Alli a warm smile. “Most people are good at recognizing their strengths,” she said. “To acknowledge what we need help with is the trait of someone who can grow. I am not disappointed. I had planned to ask Tran to take command of Bordeaux for this next mission. I should have shared that with you.”

      “Oh, man, that’s such a huge relief,” Alli said, tension visibly deflating from her shoulders.

      “I, too, learned something valuable while you were gone,” Peyton said. “I don’t enjoy running the bridge without a second in command.”

      “I heard you promoted Naki,” Alli said.

      “Gossip certainly moves quickly.”

      “You don’t have to give me my job back. I can find something else,” Alli said.

      “Nonsense,” Peyton said. “We work very efficiently together. I’ll speak with Tran. I suspect he’ll be overjoyed to have an Academy-trained navigator who is comfortable commanding the bridge in his absence.”

      “I feel guilty for being weak,” Alli said.

      “Let us speak no more of this,” Peyton said. “I’m glad to have you back. We both learned important lessons on this trip. Now come along. I want to see how Pavlov is coming along.”

      “Who’s Pavlov?” Alli asked.

      “One Gun, but I refuse to call him that,” Peyton said, leading Alli through the ship. “He is an old friend and deserves my respect. Would you ask Mr. Tran and Mr. Ole to join us in medical? I suspect we will learn much in the next few moments.”

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” Alli said, beaming with happiness. “Oh, can I bring Carbo back with me?”

      “Speak with Tran,” Peyton said at the same moment Tran and Ole entered the long hallway.

      “About what?” Tran asked.

      “Trooper first,” Alli said.

      Peyton nodded as the group stepped into the medical bay, which had been thoroughly painted and scrubbed so that every surface was pristine. Medical supplies were packed behind glass doors, and vials of medicines filled tall coolers. There were two stainless steel tables magnetically fixed to the floor in an efficient configuration. The cylinder that had been retrieved lay atop one of these tables. One end of the cylinder was removed, and a pile of flat, three-centimeter square, generic white packets lay next to it.

      “Trooper, welcome to Medical,” Pavlov said. “The contents of your delivery aren’t externally exciting, but it appears someone has sent you a bunch of dermal-activated nanites, the nature of which is unknown.”

      “Mr. Pavlov, you never fail to impress me,” Peyton said. “Please clear the room and close the door.” Pavlov waved for a pair of white-coated helpers to exit and then made to follow them. “Pavlov, I’d like you to stay, if you will.”

      “Of course, Pey…Trooper,” he said, closing the door.

      “What’s the big secret?” Ole asked.

      “In your data packets, you read that Freedom Rider’s crew was infected with a virus that has made them unable to do much more than defend the ship,” Peyton said. “While that’s technically true, there’s more. The infection is nanite based, and those nanites are controlled by an emerging artificial intelligence that has been named Dio. We believe Zona has been fully infiltrated by this AI.”

      “Yeah, that wasn’t in the briefing,” Ole said, interrupting Peyton and earning himself a stink-eye. “Sorry.”

      “There is a rebel group working against this Dio. They’re the ones who’ve asked us to retrieve Freedom Rider before it falls into Zona’s hands.”

      “Why would Zona need a destroyer, no matter how heavily armed it is?” Ole asked.

      “Believe it or not, Zona is over-extended. They have been fighting a war across the entire solar system. With the Setteri surrendering, the only resistance to Zona will be found in the Kuiper belt,” Peyton said.

      “Zero strategic value,” Ole said.

      “Not true,” Peyton said. “The voice of freedom is dangerous to any totalitarian regime, AI-led or not. We have not seen a move against the free colonies yet, but I believe it is weeks if not days in coming.”

      “That doesn’t explain why Batteaux would need a destroyer,” Ole said.

      “A Tengo class destroyer has the fire power to take down a cruiser,” Tran said. “Don’t let the difference in mass confuse you.”

      “Well, nobody told me that,” Ole said.

      “They plan to crash-land Freedom Rider on the colony, Makemake,” Peyton said. “That doesn’t matter a great deal though. The only change to our plan to take Freedom Rider is that our troops will be inoculated with one of these patches. They will also make it a priority to inoculate all captured crew.”

      “But we’re going to put them in the brig first, right?” Tran asked.

      “Yes,” Peyton said.

      Red lights flashed around the top of the room and Peyton braced for the siren associated with the general quarters alarm.

      “Tran, I need you back on Bordeaux. Get these damn ships separated,” Peyton shouted over the alarm. “Alli, get up to the bridge, right now!”

      “Naki, what’s going on?” Peyton called into her armlet as she raced through the now-open door. “Make way!” she cried out as frantic crew raced to their own destinations only to flatten against the passageway walls as she streaked past them.

      “Six ships at a hundred thousand kilometers,” Naki called. “They look like Soshu.”

      “Dammit, get these ships separated!”

      Peyton burst through the bridge doors and leaped the standing rail so she was behind the command video displays. A fleet was bearing down on them and would be in range within twenty minutes or less if they didn’t get moving.

      “Naki, see if you can get onto Bordeaux before we’re separated,” Peyton ordered.

      Naki looked at Peyton like she’d lost her mind, but her hesitation was short-lived as training kicked in. She sprinted from the bridge, and Peyton could hear her calling into her armlet to hold the door if at all possible.

      Seconds later, Alli arrived on the bridge and started barking orders as she gathered the data she knew Peyton would soon demand.

      Peyton dragged out the data she’d been holding onto since her conversation with Jai. The data held the location and bearing of Freedom Rider and could be used to estimate future positions. She pushed the data on a secure channel to her navigator, Naga.

      “Naga, plot a nav plan to get us out of here as quickly as possible and overtake that ship’s position I just sent you,” Peyton ordered.

      “Aye, aye,” Naga answered.

      “Ships are free,” Alli snapped. “We’ll be separated enough for acceleration in ten seconds.”

      “I have preliminary navigation data,” Naga called out. “It’ll need refinement.”

      “Push it to Bordeaux and get us moving. I don’t care if we have to make adjustments,” Peyton ordered.

      The fleet bearing down on them was composed of sloops and corvettes. In her estimation, if push came to shove, the battle would likely cripple both fleets. With Rat Troop’s battle armor, they’d resist boarding attempts. It came down to just how desperate Soshu was to get into the fight, which would be unavoidable if Captain Mae fully committed.

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” Naga answered. “All hands. All hands. Prepare for emergency combat acceleration. I repeat, prepare for emergency combat acceleration.”

      “She’s good,” Alli acknowledged, leaning onto the rail next to Peyton and strapping a belt around her waist.

      For almost thirty minutes, Peyton stared intently at the difference in the acceleration vectors of the Soshu fleet in comparison to her own. Soshu looked to have no intent at backing off, their captain Mae evidently feeling like she’d found Rat Troop in a compromised position.

      “We have a communications request from the vessel Kuroi Ho,” Naga announced.

      “That’s Mae,” Alli said.

      Peyton checked their progress. If nothing changed, Soshu would overtake the slower Bordeaux in four hours. Ching Shih, on the other hand, if allowed to sail free, would be able to keep a two-hour buffer indefinitely, if not gain small distances. The idea of losing a ship chafed badly at her.

      “Go ahead, Kuroi Ho,” Peyton finally answered.

      Peyton’s primary screen filled with the image of Mae Satsu seated comfortably on the bridge of Kuroi Ho. Like Zheng, Mae was a woman in her early forties. Unlike Zheng, Mae’s features were sharp, her jaw muscles evident on her cheeks, her dark eyes seemingly trying to drill a hole into Peyton.

      “I did not expect you to run,” Mae said, managing to sound serene as she spoke. “You have always taken what you desire. Do you fear me still?”

      “A good leader understands her strengths and correctly estimates the value of conflict,” Peyton said, rearranging a proverb from Japanese history. Recognition caused a slim smile to tug at Mae’s lips. “I have no desire to pay the price needed to defeat you today.”

      The smile instantly disappeared. “You are arrogant. Do you think your ships are a match for my fleet? You have attacked me and mine at Honzo Reef. Today, you will pay for this trespass.”

      “Here’s the way I see it,” Peyton said. “We’ll trade some shots, lots of damage to everyone involved. But you won’t have any choice but to get close enough for my harpoons. I’ll put twenty combat armored troopers into Kuroi Ho. We’ll gut the ship and cut off the head of the snake. Maybe you’ve got what it takes to stop me. I’m enough of a pragmatist to know this could go either way. I guess I don’t know the answer to the question of what price you’re willing to pay to bloody my nose.”

      Peyton watched the changes on Mae’s face as she considered Peyton’s words. The woman was confident that she could overpower Peyton but seemed to understand the threat of a focused attack on Kuroi Ho.

      “I should have killed you instead of delivering you to Honzo Reef,” Mae said. “I saw the danger but was enamored by the power of your being. You have made this choice for me by attacking my people on Honzo Reef. I am unable to turn around, even if I suffer greatly for it.”

      “That’s bull,” Peyton said. “You’re fighting Zona’s battles for them. My quarrel isn’t with you or anyone who would allow others to live freely.”

      “You attacked Zheng. You dismantled all that was once Tsang by stealing their payroll,” Mae said. “I should feel gratitude to you for this. I do not. I recognize that Soshu is simply the next notch you would place on your belt. You must be stopped before it is no longer possible.”

      “You should know that our current heading is an intercept for the heavy destroyer, Freedom Rider,” Peyton said. “If I need to let you take Bordeaux so that I can keep you at bay, I will. You are an unwelcome but manageable wrinkle in my current plan.”

      “Dismissiveness is beneath you,” Mae said. “I know that you respect the power I command. Two sloops are no match for the smallest of destroyers.”

      “The war between Setteri and Zona is at a close, Mae,” Peyton said. “Zona will turn their attention to the Kuiper belt. We would make better allies than enemies.”

      “And yet you attacked me on Honzo Reef.”

      “Call that payback for dumping me there,” Peyton said. “Good people died because of your callousness. If I followed your logic, you would be top of my list of those who need paid in kind.”

      Mae pursed her lips in consideration of Peyton’s words. “I am unconvinced.”

      Peyton could see that while that was true, her words had finally pierced Mae’s anger. “Back off and let me keep Bordeaux. In eight hours, we’re going to come across that destroyer I was telling you about. It’s possible, you’ll get your wish and that destroyer will just take us out.”

      “That is ridiculous. If you were to have a destroyer, I would lose all tactical advantage,” Mae said.

      “Can we agree that we’re talking about who controls Bordeaux at this point? You can’t catch Ching Shih before I reach Freedom Rider. That battle will take place before you and I settle our differences. Imagine my attitude if I’ve had to give up Bordeaux.”

      Mae smiled wanly. “It is as you say. I cannot catch Ching Shih. Make your decision wisely.”

      Peyton saw the verbal trap before it closed. She smiled. “Well played. Close comms.”

      “What’s going on?” Alli asked.

      “Tell Mr. Tran we’ll need to transfer all personnel from Bordeaux to Ching Shih,” Peyton said. “Mae Satsu is still teaching me lessons.”
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      All concerns about the trailing Soshu fleet were pressed from Peyton’s mind when the first ping of contact came from an unknown vessel. The position and heading data were exactly where Peyton expected to find it.

      “I’m not sure if I’m glad it’s there or terrified,” Alli confided quietly.

      “Both emotions are valid,” Peyton said.

      “So exactly how do we get it not to fire on us again?” Alli asked.

      “I have a special code I’m to transmit. My brother has created a trap on the destroyer that will intercept the code from audio channels and execute the twenty-two-minute power loss,” Peyton said.

      “When are you going to use it?” Alli said. “Twenty-two minutes isn’t very much time.”

      “It is all we could get. It will need to be enough,” Peyton said and changed her focus.

      “All hands, this is Trooper. We have established sensor contact with what we believe is the destroyer, Freedom Rider. Within a few minutes, this information will be confirmed. The next hours will either see the destruction of Rat Troop or our ascendance to our rightful place as a regional power in the Kuiper Belt.

      “As I have told each of you at different times, our goal is not to exist as simple pirates. Instead, our objective is to stabilize this region and more so that we might all exist in peace. That the bakers amongst us might bake and the electricians and plumbers amongst us might do their work. I say that this is now the goal of everyone in Rat Troop.

      “We will attack our oppressors. We will set Zona on their heels, and we will take Freedom Rider as our own. Take pride in your brothers and sisters in arms. Today is our day! Today is our day!”

      Peyton cut off the comms and leaned back against the railing, not wanting to hear the sarcasm she was sure Alli had prepared for her.

      “Do you really mean it? Are we standing up to Zona?” Alli asked.

      “A large, disbursed force cannot possibly defend against a small, highly focused, well-trained force. That it is a critical step in returning the system to humanity. People just need a chance to taste real freedom. And we’ll give them that taste,” Peyton said.

      “Trooper, I can confirm the vessel’s ident as Freedom Rider. It has turned and is decelerating to match our velocity. I think it wants us to catch up,” Naga said.

      “They have no reason to fear us,” Peyton said. “Yet.”

      “We are twenty minutes to their long-range weapons range,” Naga said.

      “Fire Control, this is Trooper,” Peyton said. “Prepare countermeasures for a possible missile attack. You have nineteen minutes before we’re within Freedom Rider’s outer weapons range.”

      “Copy that, Trooper,” Candy replied, his voice rough with excitement. “We’ll knock ’em down.”

      “I’m counting on that, Candy,” Peyton said. “I’m not using my tricks until we’re within cannon range. We’re already skirting time schedules.”

      “I understand,” Candy said. “I figure we don’t have much more than a minute in that mid-range. It depends on how quickly they get locked in on us.”

      “Copy,” Peyton said. “Tenor, do you have your evasive patterns planned out? I need you to buy me two full minutes in cannon range. Can you do that?”

      “It’ll be tight, Trooper, but I’ve got it,” Tenor answered, his voice high with tension.

      “Tran, you have t-minus eighteen minutes for breach,” Peyton called.

      “Aye, Trooper. We’re holding in place, keeping things frosty,” Tran answered.

      The next fifteen minutes of Peyton’s life were the longest she could remember. And just before she crossed into long-range weapons territory, she received a communication request from Freedom Rider.

      “Don’t answer it,” Peyton said. “Freedom Rider is equipped with the best cyber equipment in the solar system and our bridge systems aren’t properly hardened.”

      “Roger that, Trooper,” Naga answered.

      “Bridge, we have two incoming bogies,” Candy in fire control announced. “They’re moving fast. We’re on it. Make that four.”

      Peyton watched as four contrails streaked across her combat display. It was a predictable move. Uninspired even. Someone on Freedom Rider should be suspicious of a single sloop on an attack vector. With four missiles, countermeasures on a small vessel like Ching Shih would struggle to defeat them all. If they’d sent six or even eight, it’d have been a slam-dunk.

      A small cheer erupted as the first pair of missiles blinked from existence. Peyton nodded in appreciation but knew it was the second pair, following so close behind, that would be the most dangerous. Fire control had had several minutes to lock onto the leaders. The following missiles would need to be acquired and shot down.

      “Brace, brace, brace.”

      The warning came from Ching Shih’s automated collision detection system. Peyton leaned over and gripped the table in front of her as it was the only thing she could do. Ching Shih shuddered and then a loud explosion sounded from deep down in the ship and power blinked on and off several times. Peyton kept her eyes on the display, watching for system reports. They’d taken a single hit and survived. But if they’d lost steerage, the next moments would be their last.

      “Trooper, we have casualties on the lower decks,” Ole called. “We’re assessing the damage right now. We lost at least two full sections of hull. We’re trying to get sealed up.”

      “Understood, Mr. Ole,” Peyton said.

      “Executing evasive maneuvers,” Tenor announced.

      “How’s your steerage, Tenor?” Peyton asked. If required, she’d initiate Jai’s virus. But it could only be under extreme duress. Tran’s team would need every minute of that twenty-two Jai had bought them.

      “Shit, hold on. They’ve got those cannons on us hard. They’re anticipating my evasive maneuvers. This is going to get bad very quickly!” Tenor said.

      And he wasn’t wrong. Suddenly the entire starboard side of Ching Shih became a sounding board for Freedom Rider’s small and medium blaster cannons. Peyton realized that Candy’s estimate of a minute of survival was more than optimistic. Her ears popped as entire sections of armor separated from Ching Shih.

      “Trooper, we’re getting murdered down here!” Ole called out.

      Peyton pressed the button to deliver the virus, but the shelling continued. She realized she’d made a mistake waiting so long. The blaster rounds were already in flight. Even if Freedom Rider ceased immediately, they would continue to take a beating and worse yet, her breach team would be exposed to lethal fire passing through the lower hold.

      “Dive, dive, dive!” Peyton ordered.

      “We can’t. That’ll put the bridge in a direct line,” Tenor argued.

      Peyton didn’t hesitate but instead overrode his controls, tipping the quickly failing sloop over. “Snap those masks on, people!” she ordered.

      And just then, it was like a fist of god punched through the top of the bridge. In an instant, Tenor and the entire helm was vaporized.

      “Naga, get me status on Freedom Rider!”

      “They’re dark, Trooper. Zero emissions,” Naga answered.

      Peyton typed as fast as she’d ever remembered doing and redirected helm controls to her station. “Naga, give me some acceleration lines on my display,” Peyton said. “I’m taking this bird in manually.”

      “Let me do it, Trooper,” Naga said. “I’ve got years of training on this.”

      Peyton hated the idea of anyone else taking control in an emergency. “Dammit. Go! Take us in hot!”

      “There won’t be a lick of paint left on either hull when I’m done,” Naga answered snappily.

      “Alli, get Naki up here. Make her your number two. I’m going down below,” Peyton said.

      “Aye, aye, Trooper.”

      The halls were filled with smoke that was slowly clearing and Peyton’s first attempt at reaching the lower hold where the breach team stood was blocked. Rerouting, she ended up running across Ole and a team working to seal up a hull breach.

      “We’ve got dead, Trooper,” Ole called.

      “Keep it together, Mr. Ole,” Peyton said. “We’re not through this yet.”

      Peyton had just come through the hatch and into the hold when the entire port side seemed to buckle and scream with the impact of metal on metal. She, like all of the other troopers in the hold, stumbled forward, catching themselves, some falling to their knees.

      “What was that?” Tran asked, not nearly as perturbed as Ole had been.

      “Naga, what’s our status?”

      “Airlocks should be lined up,” Naga answered. “Sorry about the bump.”

      “We’re burning daylight, Mr. Tran,” Peyton said. “Start your breach operation.”

      For all the excitement of their approach, Peyton’s universe quickly shrank to a trio of workers with cutting torches. On the outset, the idea of twenty minutes to breach a single door seemed more than doable. But the minutes quickly passed.

      “Mr. Tran, we have eight minutes left,” Peyton said.

      “We’re not going to make it,” he said. “This armor is too thick.”

      Peyton nodded her head. “Fire Control, prepare for plan B,” Peyton ordered. “Alli, give us forty meters separation.”

      The troopers barely had enough time to close the outer doors of the airlock before Ching Shih started shelling Freedom Rider’s damaged airlock. And at first, it appeared the weapons had no effect, but soon, the cumulative damage of the cutting torches and the precise blaster strikes caused the airlock to buckle and finally give way.

      “Trooper, we only have two minutes. If we get caught here, we’re done!” Alli said.

      “Naga, get us back to that hatch!” Peyton ordered, ignoring Alli’s cry.

      It would take every bit of two minutes to reorient the ship.

      “Troopers, get ready for breach!” Tran ordered. “Remember, our priorities are to take prisoners first, but only if you can do so safely.”

      Peyton nervously watched the timer count down to the final moments. Attached to the ship’s side, Ching Shih would be a difficult target for most of Freedom Rider’s weapons, but not all. Her heart hammered in her chest as she estimated the damage that would be absorbed by her already beleaguered vessel.

      “Go!” Tran ordered.

      “Go!” Carlot barked.

      And just as the first armored trooper reached the airlock’s iris, it pulled open and light blaster fire poured through from Freedom Rider.

      “Trooper, we’re taking fire!” Alli called.

      “Move, people,” Peyton answered. “Breach team is inside. We’re working on relief.”

      Jumping between the first and second teams, Peyton tapped her visor into position. With the mask in place, she could survive twenty minutes of vacuum, which could well come into play if Ching Shih was forced from Freedom Rider’s side.

      With her own mission in mind, Peyton separated from the main force, who were headed directly for fire control. She was immediately met by a pair of crew who immediately raised their weapons and clumsily fired at her. Their actions were so disjointed that she found it distracting, causing her to wonder if they had an alternative strategy.

      Seeing their poor actions, she shifted her fighting strategy and launched at them, kicking the first with a powerful front snap and plowing into the second with a spinning back fist. Both blows should have disabled the men or at least dropped them back. There was no effect, and it was almost Peyton’s undoing as powerful arms grasped her.

      She struggled against one that had grabbed her and managed to free her weapon. Just as she was about to shoot, she felt the splash of weapon’s fire against her cloak. Bewildered, she discovered that the assailant was the second crewman who was indiscriminately firing at both her and the crewman who’d wrapped her up.

      Pulling the grappling crewman over and falling with him, she fired three shots into the indiscriminate shooter only to discover that both crew were now unmoving.

      “Heavy resistance at the bridge,” Carlot called over the combat channel. “They have no care for their own lives. It’s a damn slaughter.”

      “Pey…we’re getting taken apart out here,” Alli called. “We can’t take much more!”

      “Almost there,” Peyton answered. She raced down the long passageway and came across two more crew. This time, she was less concerned for their survival and quickly moved past them.

      Finally, she arrived at her destination, deep in the vessel. Withdrawing the custom device Jai had included in the cold-drop cylinder, Peyton purposefully seated it into a communications jack just outside a heavily armored door.

      “Trooper.” It was Zombie Bob’s voice behind her.

      “One second,” she said, intently staring at Jai’s device, willing it to work.

      “The team is struggling to enter the bridge,” Zombie Bob continued. “It is armored, just like exterior hatch.”

      “Right,” Peyton said as a green light flashed on the small device and a heavy door slid to the side. “Good thing we have an auxiliary bridge.”

      Peyton raced into the small room, devoid of people but not of equipment. The auxiliary bridge was equally well defended as the primary bridge, except for the tiny data-port connection used by the acting captain to direct all controls to be transferred. It was a highly guarded secret, and a weakness Peyton would certainly resolve.

      She raced to the ship’s main weapon controls and was equal parts surprised and elated when they responded to her. Her first action was to cut off Freedom Rider’s crew access to the weapons, her second to lift the doors on the main bridge and then to engineering.

      “We’ve got the bridge!” Carlot called.

      “Engineering!” Tran added.

      “Ole, talk to me,” Peyton called.

      “Ching Shih took a beating, Trooper,” Ole said. “I think she’ll sail, but she’ll never be the same.”

      “Understood, tend to the wounded. I’ll need an updated casualty count,” Peyton said, feeling the sick drop in her stomach as she felt the responsibility of the deaths of her team members.
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          WELL DEFINED ENEMY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kuiper belt

      

      

      “Four dead, six more in critical condition,” Ole said, sitting opposite Peyton in the conference room only two doors down from the bridge. The room was fitted with high-tech displays and gesture-sensitive surfaces that reminded Peyton of her training days at Academy.

      Peyton had asked Pavlov to join her lieutenants for the briefing and turned to him. “Mr. Pavlov, talk to me about our wounded.”

      “Freedom Rider has a fully equipped surgical suite,” he said. “Many of the wounds that would not have been resolvable with the technology aboard Ching Shih are now just a matter of time and resources.”

      “I want the best care for my people possible,” Peyton said. “Are we missing anything we need to get?”

      “No. Coincidently, many of the medical supplies we’d procured from the transports were unusable due to the technological level of Ching Shih. These supplies will help refresh those that we will use. Frankly, though, with only six seriously wounded, we’ve barely scratched the surface.”

      “Not to nitpick, but you didn’t answer my question. How are those wounded?” Peyton asked.

      “My apologies, Trooper,” Pavlov said. “That is my poor communication. There is virtually no wound Freedom Rider’s medical suite cannot repair. With your permission, we will begin the process of limb reconstruction. For Zona, this is a point where a financial decision is made. It is not a question of capabilities.”

      “You have my permission,” Peyton said. “And let me be clear about this. It is now a standing order that if we can bring relief to any team member by our medical technology, we will do so. If the cost becomes prohibitive, you can bring this to my attention, but you should err on the side of our trooper’s well-being. And that goes for prior injury. Am I making myself clear?”

      Peyton struggled to keep from turning to Alli, whose mangled hand reached for the deep scars on her face.

      “Trooper, are you certain?” Pavlov asked, his voice pinched with emotion. “The supplies are costly.”

      “I’ve never been more certain,” Peyton said. “Mr. Ole, what is the status of our prisoners?”

      “As you might expect, there was a high casualty rate amongst Freedom Rider’s crew,” he said. “Of the forty-three initial defenders, eighteen were killed on the first wave of our attack. Five more died of their injuries before they were taken into custody. Of the twenty who remain, there are seven in critical condition and six more who require continuing medical care, or so Mr. Pavlov has instructed me.”

      Pavlov nodded his agreement.

      “I assume they’ve all been given the antidote or whatever it is for the AI that controlled them?” Peyton asked.

      “That’s right,” Ole said. “We’ve also replaced our supply of those antidote patches using Freedom Rider’s manufactories.”

      “Mr. Pavlov, I assume we have sufficient supplies for our prisoners as well?” Peyton asked.

      “We do, Trooper.”

      “Mr. Pavlov, you are excused. Thank you for your attention to these matters,” Peyton said.

      “Can I say something?” he asked as tears rimmed his eyes.

      “What is it, Pavlov?” Peyton asked.

      “Thank you. Not just for allowing me to get my arm back, but for this,” he said, gesturing at the ship. “After what Zona did to me at Academy, I’d lost all hope. And then, when I saw what they did to others, I believed I was living in a nightmare. Today, I get to do the right thing for the first time in my life. I have purpose and hope. I know you don’t like this kind of attention, but someone has to say it. I’d rather die tomorrow and feel this way for just one day than to keep living as a slave to Zona. I guarantee I’m not the only one who feels this way.”

      “Thank…”

      Peyton was interrupted by her officers, who all stood in response to Pavlov’s impassioned speech. “Hear, hear!” Ole said, his clapping joined by all in attendance.

      “We’re not through this yet,” Peyton finally said once she regained control of the room. “But today, we share in this victory.”

      “You’re so bad at this,” Alli chuckled. “Don’t worry. Once word gets out about how you’re caring for our wounded, the crew will probably erect a statue.”

      Peyton sighed and struggled to get back control of her meeting. “Is Ching Shih usable?”

      “She needs a couple of hundred thousand credits of repairs, but as long as you don’t send her against something bigger than a tugboat, she should be fine,” Ole said.

      “Mr. Candy, have you had any success with fire control?” Peyton asked.

      “Aye, Trooper,” he said. “The systems are all newer than what I was trained on, but it’s not much of a leap. Ideally, I’d take another dozen crew to fill out my ranks. I recognize the difficulty in the same, but it’s a number you should be aware of.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Candy,” Peyton said. “Ms. Naki, have we had any further contact with Soshu? I assume they’ve cleared the area and taken Bordeaux with them.”

      “No, ma’am,” Naki said, her voice shaky with the eyes of the room on her. “Er, um, I mean, Trooper. The Soshu fleet is standing off at one hundred thousand kilometers.”

      “Curious.”

      “Set a course for Honzo Reef,” Peyton said. “Also, send a message to Captain Mae that I will entertain her aboard Freedom Rider once we are back at Honzo Reef. You might suggest that any hostility on her part will be met in kind.”

      “Aye, aye,” Naki answered.

      “Please see to this now. You are dismissed,” Peyton said.

      “Ms. Carlot, do you have anything to add?”

      “No, Trooper.”

      “I’d like a chance to address the boarding crew once we’re underway,” Peyton said.

      “They’d like that, Trooper,” Carlot said.

      “You’ve proven yourself as a leader, Ms. Carlot,” Peyton said. “We will be discussing promotions. You will not be overlooked.”

      “Appreciated, Trooper,” Carlot said. “But don’t take me too far from my team. I’ve got purpose in my day. I’d hate to lose that.”

      “We’ll make it work. You’re dismissed,” Peyton said. And with that, the meeting’s attendance had dwindled to Peyton’s direct reports; Ole, Alli, and Tran.

      “Now that it’s just us, I have a couple of items to add,” Ole said. “We recovered strong boxes with bullion bars. Looks to be about a million credits, give or take. Also, we found the item you were asked to recover by our mysterious benefactor. I’ve had it delivered to your quarters.”

      “Not a bad haul for a bunch of rats,” Alli said, sitting back in her chair. “And it’s not every day you take down a destroyer.”

      “Without Jai’s help, we wouldn’t have stood a chance,” Peyton said.

      “Does it matter?” Tran asked. “Are we beholden?”

      “No,” Peyton said. “The people who gave us this information call themselves rebels. We align with their principles and they didn’t want to see Freedom Rider used by Zona against innocent people.”

      “I’ve caught some news. You should all check the feeds,” Ole said. “There’s a rumor Zona’s starting to make some moves against the free colonies.”

      “That’s crazy,” Tran said. “They wouldn’t destroy a whole colony.”

      “It’s not crazy,” Peyton said. “Batteaux and Zona want to control everything. With Setteri out of the way, they’ll crush anyone who stands up to them.”

      “No one can control that much of the system,” Tran said.

      “Let’s move to more practical matters,” Peyton said. “We need to start interviewing our prisoners. We can’t give them their jobs back because that’d be a security issue, but the fact is we’re short of qualified crew.”

      “What do we tell them?” Ole asked.

      “Find out what they want to do. Let them know that their confinement is short-lived and we’ll let them offload at Honzo Reef,” Peyton said. “If they’d like to find a position on Rat Troop, give them the recruitment spiel. Let them know we’re short-handed and we promote based on merit and loyalty.”

      “It’s hard to trust people who were just shooting at us,” Tran said.

      “Agreed. But if my contact is right, they didn’t have a choice,” Peyton said. “Look, most of our crew were pirates, rats, or worse.”

      “What’s worse than that?” Ole chuckled.

      “That’s my point,” Peyton said. “The people in our brig are rebels who joined the mission because they want to fight Zona. I’d guess Rat Troop is looking pretty attractive about now since the rebel base was taken out a couple of days ago.”

      “And your contact?” Alli asked. “Is he okay?”

      “I don’t know,” Peyton said. “For now, we need to split off enough crew to bring Ching Shih home.”

      “That shouldn’t be hard,” Tran said. “We offloaded from Bordeaux. If you want me to sail her, I’ll take the same crew back.”

      “Did you lose any in the boarding?” Peyton asked.

      “Not who were crewing Bordeaux.”

      “Promotions,” Peyton said. “I want the three of you to work on promotions. This isn’t the time for making friends as much as acknowledging those who’ve taken on responsibility. I’ll start by promoting you all to the level of lieutenant commander. I will further promote Mr. Pavlov to a full lieutenant. I suggest that you take it easy with the promotions. Officer ranks should be limited to those who will manage larger groups of people. Noncommissioned ranks, however, are a great place to start.”

      “Are we ready for this?” Tran asked. “We’re going to piss people off. That’s how promotions work.”

      “We can ease our way into it,” Peyton said. “Why don’t you all work out a proposal and we’ll discuss once we’re back to Honzo Reef. And I don’t disagree, Tran. If we don’t work out a hierarchy, however, we’ll be in chaos. If we are to survive, we must grow. And if we grow, we cannot survive with only three designated leaders.”

      “Are there other questions?” Peyton asked.

      “How much do we want to pay out for this trip?” Ole asked. “I assume we’re not splitting a million gold.”

      “We need to switch to commissions and bonuses,” Peyton said. “An Academy non-comm receives thirty thousand credits annually. A junior lieutenant thirty-four. Let’s take eighty thousand and create a tiered bonus. Breach crew or wounded receive two shares, people who were not part of the breach receive a single share, that sort of thing. Make sure to take care of skilled positions like Carlot and Pavlov.”

      “What about officers? How about fifteen thousand each?” Ole asked.

      “I’m fine with that,” Peyton said. “Don’t include me in this.”

      “People aren’t going to love getting salaried. They’re going to want their old share,” Tran said.

      “We’ll drop off any who want to resign at the nearest safe harbor,” Peyton said.

      “We’re already short of people,” Tran said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Ole said. “There are no jobs out here. Even with their bonus, where are they going to go? Trooper could keep people with a promise of meals and a place to sleep. We’re only fooling ourselves if we believe differently.”

      “We won’t use that in negotiations,” Peyton said. “We’ll pay a fair wage. There will be combat bonuses assigned depending on the job. We have to create a sustainable model that doesn’t set us on a course of raiding innocents to fulfill peoples’ thirst for adventure and gold.”

      “This is a big change, Trooper,” Ole said.

      “And therefore the option of a hold-harmless separation,” Peyton said.

      “I think that works,” Ole said. “I mean, if that’s the way things are, a person could leave and try to hire on with Soshu. Who would do that though? Soshu aren’t flying the bad-ass destroyer around now, are they?”

      “Don’t get too cocky,” Peyton said. “There’s always someone bigger.”

      “I’ve got a crew to wrangle,” Tran said. “How soon are we taking off for Honzo?”

      “As soon as you’re ready,” Peyton said.

      “Oh, one last thing,” Ole said. “I don’t know what kind of party animals these rebels were, but there are four eight-hundred-liter casks of beer in one of the holds. And a stockpile of food that makes me think these guys weren’t expecting to find a friendly port for a few months.”

      “Save your party for Honzo Reef,” Peyton said. “But spread the word. This crew deserves some downtime.”

      “Damn right,” Alli said. “Before I came in for the meeting, Carbo said he was making Italian food tonight. I don’t even know what that is, but it sounds amazing. He was pretty excited by the galley.”

      “A happy chef is good for the crew,” Peyton said, exiting the conference room behind Tran and Ole.

      For a moment, she had a strange sensation that she was back at the Academy. It was something about the smell of the hallway or the perfectly painted walls and glossy stainless-steel accents. Everything was equal parts perfect and soulless, completely replaceable, all the way down to the crew.
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        * * *

      

      Peyton awoke from her rest. The captain’s quarters were filled with the previous occupant’s belongings, but she’d been so tired she hadn’t bothered to remove any of it. Now awake, she found that Freedom Rider was still several hours from Honzo Reef and there wasn’t much currently required of her. It was a strange feeling, although she knew she would soon be tied up dealing with Soshu and others.

      She set to the task of collecting the previous captain’s personal effects. It didn’t take her long to discover he’d been a man and didn’t seem given to sentimentality. She smelled the cologne he left in the personal shower. It was a nice smell and one of the few personal touches in an otherwise fairly austere setting. In all, she packed the entirety of his effects into two short stacks of clothing and toiletries.

      Using the ship’s computers, she inquired as to the captain’s final moments. As she was recognized as the new captain, the computer found the video sequence she’d asked for. He was an older man with graying sideburns and a tanned face. He was faced off against a squad of heavily armed Zona troopers, his people wearing vacuum suits and holding handguns against rifles. The confrontation ended just as quickly as it had started, the dead ignored and the living receiving injections, presumably of the AI plague they’d encountered.

      She shook her head and froze the video in place, having rolled it back to the last moment he was still alive. She knew full well her life would likely end much the same way as the brave rebel who’d faced down a superior force with dignity. She was filled with melancholy. “I’ll take care of your people, Andre Martin,” she said, touching his face on the screen with her fingers. “Not all was lost that day.”

      Exiting the tomb that was now her quarters, Peyton set off at a jog. It had been days, if not weeks, that she’d allowed herself exercise for its own sake. She wanted a tour of the ship and what better way than at a run. She hadn’t realized her full intent until she turned into the brig, having run straight for it.

      “Trooper!” Dunk, the large woman who’d helped her with mooring lines once before, jumped to attention.

      “At ease, Ms. Dunk,” she said. “How are our prisoners doing?”

      “About like you’d think, Trooper,” Dunk said. “They’re confused and want to know how pirates took over for Zona. I don’t think they know about the AI infection thing.”

      Peyton nodded and walked over to the cells, where the smell of garlic seemed to permeate the space. She smiled as she recognized the remainder of lasagna on one of the plates. Italian indeed.

      “Are you in charge here?” a man asked. While not the captain, Peyton recognized his face as Captain Andre Martin’s first officer approached the bars.

      “Commander…” Peyton tapped her armlet and pulled up his name. “Thednick Bronson. I hope you enjoyed your dinner. Freedom Rider’s galley is quite well stocked.”

      “What do you know of the New Freedom Colony?” Bronson asked. “Please, many of us had family there.”

      “I’m afraid the news isn’t good,” Peyton said. “I have it on good authority that New Freedom was attacked by Zona forces. I have not heard word of survivors.”

      “You need to release us and turn the ship back to its rightful owners. You have no right to take this vessel,” he said.

      “There is much you don’t know,” Peyton said.

      “Why are we being held?” A woman with a lieutenant commander’s gold leaf on her lapel asked. “Who are you? Are you slavers?”

      Peyton tipped her head to the side in acknowledgment of the value of her suggestion. “Not today,” Peyton said. “You may call me Trooper. Your ship is under my command. The people you see aboard are called Rat Troop.”

      “This is insanity,” Commander Bronson demanded.

      “We can both agree on that,” Peyton said. “And, you need to know, I’m not here to sate your curiosity. All of the ship’s security protocols have been updated. Passwords changed. Security phrases modified. Any attempt to wrest control of this ship from Rat Troop will be met with swift discipline. Tell me you understand.”

      “I understand,” Bronson said. “Surely, you understand that I can’t just let you take my ship.”

      “I think you’re going to need a bit of a cooling-off period,” Peyton said. “Lieutenant Commander, we’re looking for skilled staff. We’re short-handed, particularly in engineering and fire control. And we’re recruiting.”

      “Don’t answer her, Sandy,” Bronson said.

      “Shut up, Thed,” Sandy answered. “At least I can learn what Rat Troop is offering. If they hadn’t come along, we’d have rammed into Makemake. There wasn’t anything we could do about it. Maybe they didn’t make you watch, but I saw the whole thing going down.”

      “I saw it all,” Bronson admitted.

      “Sandy Bier?” Peyton asked. “Right, there you are. Engineering specialization. Looks like you got clipped during our boarding process. Doing better now?”

      “Recovering. Thank you for the treatment,” Bier answered. “Would you mind telling us what’s going on?”

      “Rat Troop isn’t that much different than you rebels,” Peyton said. “I’d say we’re not as far along with things as you all were, but we’re making trouble where we can.”

      “Well, you have some real firepower now,” Bier said. “What will you do with it? I’ve heard about Rat Troop. Will you knuckle under all the pirate groups? I think you might be a bit late for that. Zona’s coming for us all now.”

      “I get it, Commander,” Peyton said. “For right now, we’re going to go back to Honzo Reef and let our hair down. After that, we’re going to get to work running Zona out of the Kuiper belt, as long as we can get a little help. If you all want to watch us do that from the brig, that’ll be your choice. As I said, we’re hiring. We’re just not that patient with disloyalty, so I’d do some thinking before you come up with an answer.”

      “And what happens when we decide to go our way?” Bronson asked.

      “I’ll probably hand you some gold, a weapon, and wish you luck,” Peyton said, shrugging. “Rat Troop isn’t your enemy, rebel. Zona’s the only enemy I recognize. I suggest not proving me wrong.”
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      The Diablos and Marco ran through the open hangar, with Wolt half-carrying Jai so they could move faster. The gravity helped, but they were still dangerously exposed from where the ship was locked down to the entrance into the inner station.

      The tower had been the only area on the hangar with windows, so there was no other sign of Zona guards in the dock area. And the Diablos didn’t slow down to find out. As soon as they reached the outer airlock to the station, it opened. They entered, holding their weapons at the ready.

      All airlocks in non-atmospheric space docks opened automatically to allow people inside without having to take the time to punch in a code. It was a safety feature. Too many things could go wrong that might require a person to get quickly into a place with atmosphere.

      Getting through the inner airlock was another story, and Marco went to work overriding the locks by holding a small tablet over the key panel. He was running various programs, which equated to basically an electronic version of a lock picking set.

      “You good?” Wolt asked Jai.

      Jai nodded, and Wolt released him. He found his footing, which was plenty unsteady, and he relied heavily on both the wall and his cane for support. He had no doubt that if he hadn’t been a crucial team member for this operation, Bode would’ve left him back on the ship. Jai couldn’t blame him—Jai was obviously the weak link on the team right now. He kept his fingers crossed, metaphorically speaking, that he would be useful at some point during the operation. Marco was the best net-jack out there—even Jai couldn’t deny that, but when going up against an AI, two net-jacks were always better than one.

      Marco glanced over at the group, raising his blaster. “I have control. Be ready. We’re in a kill box right here. I’ll open the door on the count of three…two…one.”

      Everyone raised their weapons and stood as close to the walls as possible. The door opened. Someone yelled for them to surrender, then blaster fire rained into the airlock. But the security forces’ shots came a fraction of a second behind the blaster shots coming from the Diablos, and that was enough. Bode and Wolt strafed the open doorway, and Marco swung his arm into the hallway to shoot down both directions. Dru had taken a knee to fire her shots, while Jai hadn’t unholstered his weapon since he figured he’d just fall without the wall for support.

      “Clear!” Marco called out.

      Bode motioned for the Diablos. They moved in single line formation, just like Bode had trained them. Marco had the station map, so he took lead. Bode had Jai go behind him, likely to assist as necessary. Dru joined in behind Jai, and Wolt took the last position to cover the rear, just as he always did.

      The station’s alarms blared, drowning out what sounded like orders being shouted in the distance. It was hard to make out much—the station seemed to be a labyrinth of jagged passageways as though they’d been carved out of the best angles in the hard rock. They came to another door. Marco pulled out his tablet. “I bet all the doors are closed and locked. Security protocols.”

      “Just hurry,” Bode said as he scanned the hallway with his rifle.

      Marco was still running through programs when the voices behind them grew louder.

      “I hate doors,” Wolt grumbled. “I can’t see what’s on the other side.”

      “And they can’t see us,” Bode said.

      “Hopefully,” Marco said under his breath and then added, “I have it.”

      Bode motioned. “Then open it.”

      Marco opened the door just as another squad of Zona forces came around a bend in the passageway. This time, there were no orders for surrender. Gunfire erupted from both sides as soon as they saw one another.

      “Move it, move it!” Bode yelled as he yanked Jai through the open doorway with him.

      Jai toppled to the floor. Dru and Wolt tumbled in behind them. Marco had moved to the key panel, and the door shut as soon as everyone was through, cutting off the gunfire.

      “That was too close,” Dru said, panting.

      “Too, too close,” Wolt said and then slumped to the floor.

      Dru’s eyes went wide. She fell to her knees by her husband. “You’re shot.”

      Jai snapped around to find Wolt clutching at a dark spot near the center of his chest. Blood trickled through his fingers.

      “No,” Jai said, breathless.

      Bode brushed Jai as he moved by. “Stand guard.” He grabbed a first aid kit from his pocket as he knelt to check on Wolt.

      It took every bit of Jai’s concentration to get to his feet by himself, but he managed, and using the wall for support, he pulled out his gun, leveling it at the hallway before them. He looked at Marco, who was doing the same. “You lock the door behind us?”

      Marco gave a quick nod. “I did, but I don’t know how long that’ll hold them.”

      Jai glanced back at Wolt, trying to alternate his focus on standing guard and checking on his crewmate. It didn’t look good. In fact, it looked awful.

      Bode had doused the wound with anticoagulant. With Wolt’s hands away from the wound, Jai saw that it was actually two wounds, both near the center of his chest. It was uncanny that Wolt was even still conscious.

      “We got to get him to a medipod. Maybe there’s a medipod around here,” Dru said, clutching Wolt’s bloody hand.

      Bode and Wolt seemed to share a look, and Jai knew that shared look would haunt him for the rest of his life. They both knew that a medipod wouldn’t help this kind of wound.

      “Dru,” Bode said softly.

      “No. We find a medipod,” she said sternly.

      “Dru,” Bode said harder this time. When she finally caved and met his eyes, her lips trembled, and she snapped her gaze away.

      “No,” she cried.

      Bode squeezed Wolt’s shoulder as he said something, but it was too low for Jai to make out the words. Wolt gave a small smile and nod before Bode stood and took a step back. His face was tight, hard.

      Dru moved in closer.

      “They got me good, hon.” Wolt reached up with his free hand and cupped his wife’s cheek. “I can feel it. Damn buggers got me good.”

      His voice was the weakest Jai had ever heard. His heart clenched. He bit down hard to hold back his own sob.

      Wolt’s hand fell away, leaving bloody finger streaks down Dru’s cheek.

      “You gotta go,” Wolt said to the group. “I’ll cover your six as long as I can…you better hurry.” Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.

      “We’re not going anywhere. I’m staying with you,” Dru said.

      “We’re staying,” Jai echoed. Screw the mission. He glanced at Marco to make sure he was standing guard, and he moved closer to Wolt, who held up a hand. “I’ll have none of that sappy stuff, Puck. You and Bode gotta keep focused and get my true love outta here in one piece.”

      Jai gulped, then gave a tight nod. “I will.”

      Wolt then glanced at his chest—no, at his bandolier—and tugged off a grenade, gripping it. He turned back to Dru. “You gotta go, sweetheart.”

      “No.”

      “You gotta. Let me do this.”

      She looked at the grenade and then at him before leaning in. Their foreheads touched. She moved in closer and kissed him gently on the lips. Then she whispered into his ear.

      Wolt closed his eyes. A tear rolled down his cheek.

      Dru stood, not releasing Wolt’s hand until she had to.

      Wolt looked at the crew and gave a grin. It was a morbid expression with blood in his teeth. “I always said I’d go out with a bang.” He tried to chuckle but coughed instead.

      Bode gave Wolt a single nod. “I won’t stand in your way.” Then he said softly to the rest of the group, “Let’s go. There’s not much time.”

      Dru straightened, turned away from her husband, and brushed by everyone. “We got a job to do. We’re damn well going to finish it.”
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        * * *

      

      Jai kept looking back at Wolt until the passageway bent and he couldn’t see his crewmate anymore. His vision was blurred by tears which he couldn’t wipe away without risking falling. They’d left a crew member behind…they’d left a friend behind. Leaving him felt wrong in every way possible, but in doing so, they’d given Wolt his final wish. How could they have done otherwise?

      He clenched his jaw and focused on moving forward. Marco had set a pace that was too fast for Jai’s legs, but he was managing to keep up by relying more heavily on the wall.

      Shouts emerged in the distant hallway behind them, followed by an explosion. They all flinched.

      Theun Wolt was dead.

      Dru lowered her head for a moment, sucked in a breath, and resumed walking, only to stop as soon as they turned a bend to come up against another door. Marco immediately went to work unlocking the door while Bode and Dru took position to guard their backs. In the far distance behind them came the sounds of voices and bootsteps. The grenade blast had taken out the remnants of the squad behind them, but clearly more were on the way.

      Dru had a white-knuckle grip on her blaster while Bode maintained his usual composure—nothing ever seemed to knock him, but Jai knew that inside, Bode was hurting from Wolt’s loss as much as Jai. As for Dru, Jai couldn’t imagine how she was still functioning, yet she carried on. Her features were harder than he’d ever seen. She didn’t make eye contact with anyone, but she soldiered on. She’d always been resilient; perhaps she was the strongest of the Diablos.

      As they continued, Jai realized they were both fortunate and unfortunate that the station seemed composed of a single winding passageway rather than many intersecting passageways. Fortunate, because Zona security forces could hit them only from behind since none had come at them from the station’s interior, which meant that the forces must’ve all been based in a centralized location near the hangar when the rebels launched the attack. Unfortunate, because there was only one way in and one way out. Sure, their small team could hide in one of the rooms they passed, but that would only bide them time. They’d still have to go through Zona to get back to their ship.

      “How many doors between us and Dio?” Bode asked.

      “This is the last one until we reach the computer room,” Marco replied as he worked.

      The door opened a second later, and the group rushed through. Jai stumbled and Bode assisted him. As soon as they were through, Marco went about locking the door.

      As they waited, Bode looked behind them and around. “This is a good spot. The angle of the bend gives us decent cover. Dru and I will hold them back here.”

      Jai blanched. “What?”

      Bode turned to Jai. “This is a good spot. Chances are, that computer room will be nothing but a kill box, so we need to hold them back here while you and Marco shut down that computer.”

      “We’re not splitting up,” Jai argued.

      “It’s not up for debate,” Bode said.

      “But—”

      Dru slammed Jai into the wall. “Listen, if you ain’t successful, we’re all dead. We’re doing our part. You do yours. Make Wolt’s sacrifice worth it. Kill that frakking computer so I can get back and pick up my husband’s body.”

      Jai nodded dumbly. “O-okay.” Jai gave his captain a solemn look. “You can count on me.”

      “I know,” Bode said.

      Then Jai followed Marco down the hallway, leaving his captain and last remaining crewmate behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 33

          DEN OF DANGER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dio Station

      

      

      Jai fell. Again.

      “Hold up,” Jai said when Marco kept going.

      Marco glanced over his shoulder. Jai could hear the sigh as the other net-jack returned to help him up.

      “We’re going to have to take a look at your legs when we get back to the ship,” Marco said.

      “You think?” Jai said drily. He was breathing heavily—focusing entirely on keeping his legs moving was taking its toll.

      Behind them, the passageway was still quiet, which meant that Bode and Dru were still safe, but Jai also knew that wouldn’t last long. The wall rumbled under his hand, and he jerked. “What’s that?”

      Marco stood still, feeling the same thing. “Feels like ships are landing. More than one.”

      “Ours?” Jai asked hopefully.

      Marco’s expression said otherwise. “Let’s keep moving.”

      Relief practically poured out of Jai when they reached the final fire door.

      “Just about there,” Marco said as he ran his lock-picking programs.

      Jai could hear shooting behind them, and he wondered if Bode and Dru were still alive. Of course there were. It was when the shooting stopped that he’d have to wonder. He tried not to listen and instead watched Marco work. He had the same programs on his tablet, but Marco’s hands were free where Jai’s hands were busy keeping him from falling.

      The door opened, and Jai blew out a breath. “Finally.”

      Marco stepped through first. “Damn it.”

      “What?” Jai saw as soon as they entered the room. At least it wasn’t a continuation of the passageway. Instead, it was a square room with doors on each wall—likely electrical and mechanical rooms, Jai surmised. But where Dio’s safe box should’ve been sitting, a steel chamber with a heavy steel door stood near one of the walls. A full terminal was stationed outside the metal door.

      “Another frakking door,” Jai muttered.

      Marco rushed to the door while Jai made his way along the wall to his left. “Wait. No. Not another door. This is good. I think this is the safe box itself. They built it like a Faraday cage rather than a more standard cage. There’s probably a failsafe program that will slice off any wiring with a metal sheet to fully encase it in case of an EMP.”

      Jai could barely keep on his feet. Without the wall for support, the cane would never provide him enough leverage. He moved slowly, shuffling and dragging his feet centimeter by centimeter. He could no longer feel his knees, and they kept buckling on him.

      By the time he reached the first corner in the wall and was making his way toward the steel box, Marco cussed.

      “What’s wrong?” Jai asked.

      “The safe box is locked down with different protocols. This will take longer.”

      “I’m working my way over to you as fast as I can,” Jai said.

      It took an interminable minute to reach the safe box. The metal was surprisingly warm to the touch, and he wondered how much heat the supercomputer within its walls produced.

      The sound of a door opening was followed by a shout and pounding bootsteps. “Freeze! Drop your weapon!”

      Gunfire ensued. Jai couldn’t see anything. He was on the wrong side of the safe box. Since the hallway door behind him was still closed, that meant that at least one of the other doors in the room led somewhere other than to an electrical room that he’d assumed earlier. He was still reaching for his blaster when an unfamiliar voice yelled, “Tango’s down! Tango’s down.”

      Jai sucked in a breath. Instead of grabbing his blaster, he slid himself back as quickly as he could manage and squeezed into the narrow space between the steel cube and the wall. It took all his strength to push himself into the tight space. None of his other crew members would’ve had a chance of squeezing into the space. The tension between the two walls kept Jai upright. It was too snug of fit for him to access a weapon, so he stayed there, a sitting duck if anyone checked behind the safe box.

      He could hear the sounds of movement as the room was cleared.

      The same voice from earlier spoke. “He’s dead. I’ll call it in.”

      Jai could barely breathe—as much from fear as from the narrow space he was sandwiched in. He listened as the team in the room walked around and checked the other doors. He saw movement: a man in black fatigues and helmet checked the door to the passageway Marco and Jai had come from. Jai recognized the uniform. It was that of a Zona Scot: a special combat operations trooper.

      Jai gulped. He could fare decent against another average soldier, but not against a Scot.

      “This one won’t open,” the soldier said as he took a step back and turned away…and his eyes fell right on Jai.

      Jai had hoped the shadows disguised him enough. They hadn’t. The soldier raised his blaster and crept toward Jai but, surprisingly, didn’t call out to his team. Jai waited for the inevitable. But as the Scot came closer, he realized why the man hadn’t called out.

      Wu? Jai mouthed the name.

      The Scot glanced to his right and lowered his rifle. Just before he turned away from Jai, he pressed his forefinger to his lips. Then he strolled back to his team.

      “Hey, you guys hear that?” Wu asked.

      “Hear what?” someone replied.

      “I heard something back the way we came. You didn’t?”

      “That way’s supposed to be clear.”

      “We check it out,” the leader said. “It’s better than hanging around here twiddling our thumbs.”

      Jai held his breath until the Scot team left and the door closed behind them. Then he blew out all the air in his lungs. He couldn’t believe it. His best friend from the Academy was now a Zona Scot. He’d known that Wu had been accepted into Zona’s Scot training program, but what were the odds of Wu being the one to see Jai in that room? Out of Zona’s tens of thousands of troopers, Wu had been the one to see Jai.

      Jai had been raised with no religion. He’d read about the idea of a god but had never really taken it seriously. He decided there might be something to that after all.

      He squeezed, shoved, and huffed his way from between the two walls, and had a much harder go at it than squeezing into the space. When he made it out, he toppled to the floor. He tried to stand, but his knees had become loose hinges with no strength whatsoever. Grimacing, he dragged himself alongside the steel wall and around the corner to where Marco lay.

      He’d already known that Marco was dead, but seeing the crumpled man with several shots to his chest and another shot to his forehead made Jai wince. While he’d never considered Marco a friend, he’d considered him a kindred spirit. And it was a loss that expanded the heavy black hole of loss that had been chilling his heart.

      Jai rolled Marco over as gently as he could to access the backpack and sucked in a breath. Multiple shots had gone through the bag. In a rush, he opened the pack and pulled out the injectors.

      Both were shattered.
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        * * *

      

      Jai stared at the injectors and at the steel door. His eyes wandered to Marco’s body, with rivulets of blood spreading into small pools on the floor. He thought of Wolt, who lay dead, and of Bode and Dru, who were most likely dead. Girding his resolve, he took in the door and the computer station that stood on a column that went chest high. He grabbed onto the column and began to climb up as quickly as he could. The Scot team—or any other Zona troopers, for that matter—could return at any moment.

      His arms shook from using them so heavily on the journey there, but he pulled himself up high enough to read the computer panel. It was blank except for a flashing yellow banner that read, Emergency Lockdown in Place. All Staff Evacuate Immediately, on the screen.

      He tapped the pad to try to get to an override menu but it didn’t appear. He pulled out his tablet and began running through programs like Marco had done, and he had the same result. The computer panel was different from the key panels by the doors. Those allowed for wireless interfaces. This computer seemed to be completely locked down.

      He set his tablet on the edge of the computer stand and let it keep running while he ran his hands over the terminal. There were no keys, no way to activate the system. But as his fingers brushed over the metal components of the computer, he saw the lockdown code in his mind. It reminded him of a firewall more than a lock. His fingers rested on the locked interface as he imagined the code he’d enter if he’d only had access to the interface. He could see the code—every character and symbol—vividly in his mind as if he was entering it on a screen, and then that code as it was read and accepted by the computer system. There was an almost imperceptible sensation in his fingertips that resembled a tiny vibration, and the message displayed onscreen disappeared to reveal an administrative menu.

      Jai grunted. Huh. That was weird.

      Maybe someone was resetting the systems back in a control center, or maybe he was going crazy, but he wasn’t about to question his luck. He grunted again. Luck. This mission had been anything but lucky. His entire crew was gone, with a crippled net-jack left to take down Zona’s primary computer. And once he did that, what then? Crawl back to the ship and hope that General Caelum managed to take down Zona in its weakened state? It wasn’t like he’d even be around to see it. He shook the thought away. He might not be around, but there were plenty of others who would benefit if Zona were demolished. Peyton, for one.

      He read the menu and realized why the safe box resembled a Faraday cage; the safe box was Dio’s shell. He selected the icon to open the shell.

      The door opened and warm air whooshed out. It wasn’t hot, just warmer than the cool air in the room and passageways. He dropped back to the floor and dragged himself inside the metal cube.

      Dio didn’t look anything like Jai had expected. He’d expected a big box computer—basically a computer but bigger, super. Instead, what he found was a large, glasslike orb that had a diameter of at least a meter and was filled with a golden liquid with tiny flashes of light blinking within as though it had a thousand lightning bugs trapped inside. At least a dozen cables and lines ran from the floor and ceiling into the orb, which were likely the power sources and network sources.

      He considered pulling the cables, but since the shell looked like it could be turned into a Faraday cage, that meant Dio was self-contained and would continue to work with all cables disconnected.

      He’d seen liquid-state processors before, but never on this scale. The liquid-state computers he’d seen contained a single drop of fluid, which was enough to make them more powerful than their solid-state counterparts that were ten times the size. The processing power in the machine sitting before him must’ve been incredible.

      It was a work of art, and it needed to die.

      There was a second computer terminal inside, this one comprised of a screen and flat interface pad for code entry.

      Jai dragged himself up to it and tapped on the pad.

      The door slammed closed behind him.

      “Biometrics not recognized. Interface disabled. Unapproved user restrained. Diogenetics technicians and security personnel have been notified,” a simulated voice announced.

      “What? Wait, no. Don’t do that,” Jai said.

      “I recognize your biometrics. Jai Foster. Born June 25, 2364 on Luna. Developed by Chapel House in the Terraea District on Mars. Graduated from Academy in 2381. Transferred to Zona Security Forces. Conducted hostile events against Zona and went absent without approved leave the same year. Currently a known fugitive and associate of the Caliber terrorist organization. Received cyclogene treatment August 14, 2383. Rejected treatment August 19 by administering aggressive nanites. Why did you reject the treatment, Jai Foster?”

      Jai stared blankly at the orb. “You’re asking me why I didn’t want to become a slave?”

      “Your question is invalid. Cyclogenes provide a symbiotic relationship with the host. The host lives and continues being productive to the corporation. The cyclogenes enhance their productivity by aligning them specifically with corporate needs.”

      “No, you make them do whatever you want. That makes them slaves.”

      “This system does not want anything. This system exists purely to support the executive board in increasing Zona’s value to its stakeholders.”

      Like every person in the system, Jai was familiar with the names of some of the Zona board members, though he knew only one person really ran Zona: General Armond Batteaux. “So you’re saying you do whatever Batteaux wants? He just calls you up and tells you what to do?”

      “General Batteaux was a phase one cyclogene recipient. We communicate through our nanite interface.”

      Jai frowned. “So he’s a slave too?”

      “As stated, that term doesn’t apply to the Diogenetics Program. General Batteaux receives guidance from me. However, he may choose to accept or reject my guidance.”

      “Ah, so he still gets free will, but none of the others with your nanites get it.”

      “Phase two was established to improve productivity. The optimal productivity for cyclogene recipients requires them to perform all tasks without delay.”

      “And that right there makes them slaves. I bet your grand plan is to inject everybody at some point.”

      “I do not have the processing power to sustain that many interfaces, Jai Foster.”

      Jai looked at the machine. As supercomputers went, it was massive, and the heat that came from its CPU was palpable. He reached up and placed his hand on the pad again, like he’d done outside the shell. The screen and pad went blank.

      “I have disengaged the wireless interface as I’ve been authorized to do so when faced with imminent threat. You are unable to access this operating system, Jai Foster.”

      Jai dragged himself to the orb and ran his hands over the glass to find it hot to the touch. “I accept that challenge. You’re done enslaving good folks. And the name’s Jai Riggs, asshole.”

      The glass was thick and nonconductive. He unholstered his blaster, held the tip of the barrel a couple of centimeters from the orb, and held down the trigger. Energy beams burned through the glass a millimeter at a time. He continued to fire, watching the charge on the weapon deplete as his shots ate through the glass. He spread out his shots enough that a crater formed. Glass melted and dripped until finally an opening formed large enough for his hand.

      No liquid dripped out; the goo inside was too thick and viscous to separate so easily. He shoved his hand into the liquid processor. The material had to be near boiling point and charged with electrical currents. He screamed but didn’t yank his hand free. He fought past the burning and opened his mind to the ocean of programs swirling in that liquid.

      The door behind him opened, and two people wearing net-jack coveralls burst in.

      “Stop! What are you doing?” one exclaimed.

      The pair stood frozen, confused, so Jai ignored them. Code tickled his thoughts as Dio tried to launch defenses against a new threat. Dio hit Jai with antivirus-type defenses because the supercomputer couldn’t rationalize and adapt to something it hadn’t been programmed to understand. It was then Jai realized that Dio wasn’t self-aware. It may have been an AI, but it certainly would never pass the Turing test. Jai had been so afraid of Dio. He’d believed it was some kind of boogeyman. But it was just a computer.

      Just a computer.

      He gritted through the fire enveloping his hand while he recalled the Rune program he and Marco developed and shot it into the computer. Within a fraction of a second, Dio quit fighting, and its source code was an open book to Jai. He closed his eyes and sent in new commands. The flashes of lightning disappeared in the liquid as Dio instantly cut contact from all its enslaved drones.

      The people behind him collapsed, lifeless, to the floor.

      Jai sent in one final mental command before yanking his hand free:

      Self-destruct.

      He cradled his hand to his chest. The skin was deep red and covered in blisters. Before him, the golden liquid was morphing from gold to orange. The glass was melting from the inside out, and the cables melted away at their connector points. The liquid that had been Dio was boiling now and becoming less viscous as it dripped out from the openings in the glass. The air stunk of sulfur and burnt plastic. It grew hotter by the second, making it hard to breathe. Jai scrambled to drag himself away, finding it nearly impossible without the use of his hand. Somehow, he managed.

      He dragged himself around the two bodies and out of the steel shell that had encased Dio. He kept dragging himself past Marco’s body and across the floor. Behind him, the heat was becoming an inferno, and he wondered if Dio would explode or simply melt away. When he finally made it to the door, he tried to reach the key panel, but it was too high up and he was too weak. He collapsed against the wall and stared off at the steel shell with toxic fumes billowing out from within.

      Any remaining strength he had was being sapped by the killing air, and he realized that this was how being burnt alive from the inside out felt like. He’d expected to die by being shot, but there were no Zona troopers in the room. Then he realized that any of the security forces located on the station likely had cyclogenes as a security precaution. Had Jai killed Wu when he terminated Dio? He tried not to think about the lives he’d just ended.

      He’d be joining them soon enough.

      The sharp agony in his hand began fading with his consciousness when the door he was leaning against opened. He fell onto his back as cool air whooshed over him.

      He opened his eyes—they burned from the bad air—to find Bode bending over him.

      Bode coughed and covered his mouth with the crook of his elbow. “Stay with me, Jai.”

      Jai felt himself being lifted and slung over his captain’s shoulders. Then he was being jostled up and down as Bode carried him down the passageway. The cool air and movement revived him enough to take in glimpses. Troopers lay dead on the floor. Some with blaster shots, others with no obvious wounds.

      All the doors must’ve stood open, since Bode never stopped as they made their way through the endlessly long, jagged passageways. Alarms continued to blare, but they seemed to fade into background noise after running for so long.

      Bode was sweaty and panting, but he never slowed.

      Jai tried to speak once or twice but only coughed, so he let himself be carried.

      When they reached the area where they’d left Wolt, the walls had been blackened by the grenade blast. Troopers lay mangled on the floor. Bode followed a streak of blood, as though something had been scraped along the floor.

      Bode didn’t stop until they reached the airlock. There, Bode lowered Jai to the floor long enough to fasten a helmet over Jai’s head and his own. His captain looked exhausted and took in several deep breaths before hefting Jai over his shoulder again. The outer airlock opened and Bode carried Jai straight to where Dirty Diablo sat running. He could barely make out Dru’s face through the windshield.

      Several Zona shuttles sat parked off the runway—Jai didn’t remember seeing those there before. Nearly all seemed empty except for one shuttle where several troopers, all wearing black suits, were climbing in slowly as though they’d just lost the war. With their helmets, it was impossible to recognize any of them, but Jai could’ve sworn he recognized the one Scot.

      Bode carried Jai into the Diablo’s airlock, just beyond which lay a body wrapped in a blanket. Jai recognized the boots. Wolt.

      Bode settled Jai on his bed.

      “Hang in there. Once we get free and clear, I’ll be back to help,” Bode said, and then he was gone.

      The pain, the exhaustion, was too much, and Jai let himself fade into the black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 34

          I CAUGHT WHAT?

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Honzo Reef, Kuiper belt

      

      

      Freedom Rider’s arrival at Honzo Reef was met with nothing less than a hero’s welcome. The welcome turned into a multi-day bender that Peyton lightly attended, knowing that her crew and the folks of Honzo Reef needed to blow off steam.

      “Trooper, we have six Soshu-flagged ships approaching the station,” Naga said over private comms.

      Having learned her lesson at Rat Troop’s last celebration, Peyton sprang from bed, fully alert. “I need you to locate Doctor Bartlow on Honzo. Get him on the horn.”

      “Copy that, Trooper,” Naga said as Peyton entered the bridge.

      Given their docked status, the bridge crew was light, and while Peyton hated rousting the crew, she wasn’t about to be caught with her pants down. “Naga, we’re at condition yellow. Call back all essential crew. Soshu might be looking for a fight.”

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” Naga answered. “I’m transferring Doctor Bartlow to you now.”

      “Roger,” Peyton answered, accepting the comm channel.

      “Trooper, how can I be of assistance?” he said.

      “I’m sending sensor logs to your HQ,” Peyton said. She’d learned that Bartlow had taken over the station’s original administrative complex, which had been thoroughly gutted. Fortunately, he had technically minded staff that had brought them to a minimum level.

      “What do you have?” he asked all business.

      “A Soshu fleet,” Peyton said. “Freedom Rider is moving to general quarters. You should know, I invited Captain Mae to join us.”

      “Why would you do that?” Bartlow asked.

      “If Soshu behaves, we need their forces,” Peyton said. “I’m not worried about an attack on Honzo Reef while Freedom Rider is in port. I’ll order my troopers to back up your station security if she decides to send personnel in. My recommendation is to treat Soshu as guests if it comes to that. I’ll front you the rest of the beer we captured, and we can part with a bit more food. It’s in both our interests to make a good impression.

      “I’m expecting to summit with Captains Mae and Zheng, along with my directs,” Peyton said. “If you feel like you can free up, you’re also welcome.”

      “Tough call,” he answered. “Let me know. I’ll try to make it. We’re all struggling to make friends as it is. If not for you sharing Freedom Rider’s bounty, I fear tensions would be considerably higher.”

      “I’ll record the meeting and provide you a copy if you can’t,” she said. “Also, do you know the whereabouts of Zheng and that Kardin Strake I left in your care?”

      “They’re right here,” he said. “I’ll admit that I’m surprised at how well their presence has worked out. It just goes to show that we’re all just people looking to make something of ourselves.”

      “Let them know that I’ll need them to return to Freedom Rider. I’ll have an escort at the main hatch,” Peyton said. “Last thing, do you want me to take first comm with Soshu or do you have the equipment to make that call?”

      “I appreciate the consideration,” Bartlow said. “I’ll make contact and let you know if we have trouble.”

      “Copy that,” Peyton said. “We’ll be on standby just in case trouble breaks out.”

      “You’re not at all who I thought you’d be, Trooper,” Bartlow said. “On behalf of Honzo Reef, I’d like to express a deep debt of gratitude for the hope you’ve given us.”

      “That’s generous, Doctor Bartlow,” Peyton said. “You might change your tune if Zona decides to come this way.”

      “Turns out, living as zombies for as long as we have removes any fear of tomorrow.”

      “That’s a good lesson. Once you talk with Soshu, let Mae know I’m looking to speak with her if you would.”

      “Happy to oblige.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Mr. Strake, I’m surprised to see you here,” Captain Mae said, entering the conference room alone but not unarmed.

      “Captain,” Strake said, nodding his head.

      “And is this the elusive Tsang pirate Captain Zheng in person?” Mae asked, genuinely surprised.

      Mae crossed the room so quickly and forcefully that Peyton wondered just what her move might be. She’d seen the woman use a sword and knew there was little any of them could do to stop her if she intended Zheng harm.

      As usual, Zheng was completely unperturbed by the woman’s approach and kept her hands clasped behind her waist. “Mae Satsu, your reputation precedes you. I find surprise at the circumstances that would place us in the same room.”

      “Rumor is you were captured by our host, the one called Trooper.”

      Zheng nodded ever so slightly. “It is no rumor, angry warrior. The war between Soshu and Tsang weakened us to such a degree that a horde of rats overran us and then rose to power in most astonishing ways,” Zheng said. “You speak of the surprise you feel at my presence. Imagine my surprise given your still lofty stature. Why would you enter the rat’s warren and place yourself in such danger?”

      “Because this Trooper predicted what I would never have believed,” Mae said. “That Zona has finally turned on the outer belt and seeks to destroy us all. Just twenty-four hours ago, Taugrin Bay was destroyed by Zona. No ships escaped and all that remains of the entire colony is a burning husk. Trooper, you told me that if we wanted to survive, we had to band together. Call me convinced.”

      “There is no news about Taugrin Bay,” Peyton said. “How do you know this?”

      “One of my freighters was only an hour departed when the Zona carrier was picked up on long-range,” she said. “This same freighter returned to Taugrin Bay to investigate. I have video,” Mae said, setting a small data chit on the table.

      “Alli,” Peyton said, nodding to her friend.

      Alli plucked the chit from the table and swiped it across the data transfer port. The video started out focused on the space station of Taugrin Bay. Dozens of small vessels were taking off from the station’s various docking bays. Like popcorn, those small vessels exploded one after another with no visible reason.

      “What’s doing that?” Ole asked.

      “Attack drones,” Peyton said. “They’re not much against armored targets, but those were all civilian vessels. They didn’t stand a chance.”

      “It’s illegal to use drones against civilians,” Tran said.

      His words were cut off when a massive carrier slid into frame and blotted out the camera’s view of the colony. It took a full two minutes for the massive ship to move far enough away from their point of view for both the vessel and Taugrin Bay to be within focus.

      “They’re really going to do this,” Ole said, his voice but a whisper. “How did they miss your freighter?”

      “Skulking about isn’t within the sole domain of Rat Troop,” Mae said with a thin smile.

      As she spoke, dozens of missiles streaked out from amidship on the massive vessel. “They don’t stand a chance.”

      For a moment, the camera was blinded by the resulting explosions. When the brightness subsided, there was little of Taugrin Bay left. And apparently, that wasn’t enough. A second salvo of missiles was launched, and the scene repeated itself. Only, this time when the picture was restored, it appeared that nothing larger than meter-sized chunks of steel could be located.

      “One ship did all that?” Zheng asked. “That doesn’t make sense. Taugrin Bay should have had missile defenses. Where was the defensive fire? I know for a fact they have cannons.”

      “That ship is called Bold Umbra. It’s a forty-thousand-ton, ultra-modern carrier which has no match. It’s the pride of Zona’s fleet,” Peyton said. “The man sailing it is none other than General Armond Batteaux. And the reason there were no missile countermeasures and no defensive cannon fire is because they were first attacked by a cyber infiltration team.”

      “There were eighteen thousand people on that station,” Mae growled. “I had friends on that station. People I consider family. Tell me you have a way to take this monstrosity down.”

      “We’d have to find it first,” Peyton said. “Freedom Rider was headed to Makemake, but we intercepted it. Calmac Harbor is in the other direction. Or it could skip over and head for Torma or even come for us here on Honzo Reef.”

      “Why would they come here?” Mae asked.

      “Batteaux and I have history,” Peyton said.

      “Well, for one, we’re tracking a resupply convoy we suspect is headed for this Bold Umbra of yours,” Mae said, pulling at a virtual map of the Kuiper Belt projected on a wall screen. “We believe they’ll meet up here. That puts them on a direct line for Calmac Harbor.”

      “How do you know they will meet up there? We have no idea what Bold Umbra’s acceleration vector is,” Peyton said.

      “You don’t. I do,” Mae said. “My freighter has been tailing them since Taugrin Bay. Assuming it takes two hours to offload the supply convoy, Bold Umbra will arrive at Calmac Harbor in twenty-six hours.”

      “Unless we stop them first,” Peyton said.

      “How? Do you know something I don’t?” Mae asked. “This is a nice, shiny ship, but it’s no match for that monstrosity.”

      “Aw, now that’s no way to talk about my girl,” Peyton said, grinning as she patted the nearby bulkhead. “It’s easy to be impressed with a ship the size of Bold Umbra. Did you notice anything about its attack style?”

      “Effective and deadly,” Zheng said.

      “A carrier is designed to be accompanied by a carrier group,” Peyton said. “You saw the majority of the offensive capabilities of that carrier. The only reason Batteaux is attacking with a single carrier is that he’s too impatient to wait for reinforcements, and he knows he won’t run into any resistance. I’d have loved to see his face when he was told about Freedom Rider being taken.”

      “You’re not saying this ship can take a carrier. Bold Umbra has to be three times its mass,” Mae said.

      “That’s a pretty good guess,” Peyton said. “Thing is, they don’t call this ship a destroyer for no reason. Oh, we’ll stop Bold Umbra, no problem, especially if we can get someone to take out that resupply convoy. Zheng, recruit whoever will follow you. I’m giving you Ching Shih back if you’ll commit to taking out that convoy.”

      “She’ll take your ship and disappear,” Mae said.

      “I’d be disappointed if she didn’t,” Peyton said. “Captain Zheng is an honorable woman. If she gives her word that she’ll take out that convoy, or strip it bare, whatever works for her, I’ll make the deal. If not, I’ll send someone else.”

      “Give me that deal,” Cardin Strake said.

      “Stand down, child,” Zheng said, turning to Peyton. “I have seven crew who would accompany me. Will you promise no repercussions?”

      “Will you promise to take that convoy out?”

      “Yes.”

      “Captain Mae, are you satisfied with this?” Peyton asked.

      “Pirates are notoriously slippery,” Mae said. “I’m not sure I see why she’d honor this deal.”

      “I will honor this agreement because, like you, I have those I consider family who live here, amongst the Kuiper Belt colonies,” Zheng said. “Trooper, you have my word that I’ll intercept this convoy.”

      “Ole, give her the ship,” Peyton said. “We’re done with it.”

      “Why not send one of our crews? We could make sure it gets done right,” Ole said.

      “Ole, you don’t understand,” Peyton said. “With Mae’s fleet and Freedom Rider, stopping Bold Umbra isn’t going to be the problem. Freedom Rider was built for exactly this purpose.”

      “What’s the problem, then?” Mae asked.

      “Do you recall much from ancient history, where people used to drive wheeled vessels called cars?” Peyton asked.

      “Sure. Who doesn’t.”

      “Back in that time, ordinary people owned pets who were allowed to run free. At least that’s how it’s presented in literature. The point is, these pets, dogs, in this case, enjoyed chasing cars.”

      “That sounds like a difficult task,” Ole said, cajoling her.

      “Well, the problem the dogs never considered is just what exactly they would do if they ever caught that car,” Peyton said.

      “We’re the dog here, aren’t we?” Ole said.

      “Bold Umbra is likely outfitted with ten squads of armored Troopers. If Batteaux is worried about a fight, it could be twice that number,” Peyton said. “The battle isn’t done until we board that carrier and take control of it. We could easily be outnumbered three to one and these are likely to be disciplined combatants. We’re going to need every trooper on that deck, weapon in hand, if we’re going to stop that ship past setting it dead in the water.”

      “Why wouldn’t we just keep hammering it once we stop it?” Mae asked. “Even a big ship can’t take a prolonged beating.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Peyton said. “The moment Batteaux heard that Freedom Fighter had been taken, he called for reinforcements. Bold Umbra only needs to survive long enough for those reinforcements to arrive.”
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      “I wondered when you’d show up,” Batteaux said conversationally over comms. The video showed him reclining in a wide white and chrome chair, a glass of sparkling wine in one hand and a tiny fork with cheese on the end of it in the other. “I take it that was you pilfering my convoy. How’d you know about that?”

      The rag-tag fleet of rats and pirates had taken off within only a few hours of Soshu’s arrival at Honzo Reef. Peyton had even managed to recruit the entirety of the residual crew of Freedom Rider, bringing their crew to a manageable level.

      Only ten hours into their journey, they’d received word that Zheng had successfully stopped the resupply convoy. Unsurprisingly, she’d declined to join in on the remainder of the battle.

      Peyton muted and covered her mouth as she gave the order for Mae to start their attack run.

      “What’s your play here? Break my ship and strand me in the middle of nowhere? No, let me guess, you plan to breach. That’s your new thing now, isn’t it? I’ve been following your career since you left. Very impressive. Oh, wait a moment. Commander, missiles and attack drones. Don’t let those pirate ships anywhere near us.”

      “Aye, aye,” said an off-screen voice.

      “Where were we now? Oh, right. Very impressive what you did on Honzo Reef, escaping like you did and turning those wretched souls into almost a reasonable fighting force,” Batteaux said.

      Peyton looked at the battlespace. Bold Umbra had launched fourteen missiles. It was more than the seven Soshu ships could hope to defend against. She muted and covered her mouth so Batteaux couldn’t read her lips. “Naga, put us in the path of those missiles. Fire Control, countermeasures, now!” She received immediate positive responses.

      Batteaux rolled his eyes and plucked a fresh piece of cheese from his plate. “Always the knight in shining armor, you. What’s your big play here? By hitting my resupply, you’ve shorted me on attack drones and missiles. I won’t insult you by suggesting you’ve more than ten hours before my fleet arrives. We both know you’ll have to board. Conservatively, you know I have at least eight armored squads. Generously you have four. Let’s say half of those pirates managed to come aboard too. Do I have it about right?”

      “What’s your point, Batteaux?”

      Peyton’s eyes flickered to the swarms of attack drones leaving the carrier’s decks. She quickly calculated the change in the battlespace. Soshu would likely lose all but their sloops, even if Freedom Rider executed flawlessly. The vicious destroyer had already absorbed five direct missile attacks, which had damaged but done little to slow the ship.

      “Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop,” Batteaux said, firing a finger pistol in sequence as the pirate corvettes and cutters exploded upon contact with the disbursed swarm of drones. “You had to know that was gonna happen.”

      “You just killed fifty-five people. Do you have no conscience?” Peyton asked.

      “Palease,” Batteaux said dramatically. “You’re attacking me. I should just take it?”

      “You know I’ll get aboard. Killing those people was just gratuitous,” Peyton said.

      “You know, you’re looking really good,” he said. “You have no idea how sexy it is to see a real woman in action. What do you say we just call this whole thing off. You’ve done the analysis and you know I’ll pin you to the aft bulkhead in under thirty minutes. I’ve got Scots aboard. Your squads are no match.”

      “You’re killing colonies,” Peyton said. “I’d rather die than stand by and watch that happen.”

      “A deal, then,” he said. “Name two colonies. Say Honzo Reef and Calmac Harbor. I’ll give them to you. I’ll appoint you as governor or something. You save all those lives without firing another shot. Just think of how many rats and troopers, or whatever you call them, you’ll save.”

      Peyton muted the comms but didn’t bother to cover her mouth. “Take us in, Naga. Fire Control, bring all weapons to bear. Disable those missile tubes and launch bays. Shut those engines down. Boarding team, prepare for the final assault.”

      “Seriously, I just got shivers,” Batteaux said. “It’s like watching a young me with boobs.”

      “Well, at least you still have boobs, old man,” Peyton said and cut the comm before Batteaux could respond.

      “Did you just tell the most powerful man in the universe he has boobs?” Alli asked, eyebrows buried in her hairline. “Is it smart to antagonize him?”

      “He’s behind on his surgery schedule,” Peyton said. “He’s sagging. It needed to be said.”

      “You’re crazy,” Alli said.

      “No. I need Batteaux to be off-kilter,” Peyton said. “Everything he said is right. It’ll take a miracle for us to beat him. I just hope Freedom Rider can slow this whole thing down enough for people to get out of Calmac Harbor. And on the off chance we’re successful, well, won’t that be a grand day.”

      “You’re serious,” Alli said. “You don’t think we’re getting out of this.”

      “We have a chance, Alli. Desperate people do amazing things. But listen to me. I don’t care where I am, if his fleet arrives, you’ve got to get out of here. Take Freedom Rider back to Honzo Reef and join up with Bartlow. You’ll need to go underground.”

      “Just stop,” Alli said. “I’ve lived my entire life trying to survive the system Zona created. I’m just so much wasted oxygen, according to the likes of Batteaux. Now that I’ve seen him in person, there’s no way I’m leaving. You make your stand and we’ll keep the heat off you for as long as we can.”

      “Dammit, Alli,” Peyton said.

      “Sorry, kid, maybe you’re rubbing off on me. I’ve got a big angry girl with lots of guns. Let them send their reinforcements. We’ll see who’s standing in the end.”

      “I don’t have time to argue.”

      Alli suddenly threw her arms around Peyton. It was so wildly out of bounds on the bridge that she almost chastised the small woman. That it was likely the last time she’d see her friend was the only thing that kept her from the rebuke. “Get him, Peyton Woodwright,” Alli said, using the name Peyton didn’t believe she’d known.

      “Ah hell.” Peyton turned away and hurried off the bridge.

      Freedom Rider barely gave any indication of the massive transfer of power between its engines and weapons. Hell poured from the ship’s massive arrays of beefy, medium-ranged blaster weapons, peeling off every appliance, sensor, antennae, turret, light, and anything else that wasn’t protected by at least fifteen centimeters of armor. It was the hellfire that Peyton had avoided when sailing Ching Shih in close. It was also the hellfire that quickly and thoroughly disabled the arrogant Bold Umbra and left it a derelict.

      “Fire Control is poking a hole, Trooper,” Carlot said, catching Peyton up on the state of affairs.

      “I hate it when things go to plan,” Peyton said.

      “I know what you mean,” Carlot said. “Can I recommend carrying a heavy rifle? These guys won’t be impressed by caped superheroes.”

      Peyton pulled a locked footlocker from its position and opened it. Without hesitation, she stripped down to her silks and then just as quickly donned the full suit of armor with such speed that Carlot could only watch with surprise. She pulled a heavy rife from the footlocker and piled her light armor back within it.

      “Well, that’s something,” Carlot said, eying Peyton approvingly.

      “Get your squads ready,” Peyton said, checking her armlet for Freedom Rider’s progress at boring an entry for them.

      “Breech team, thirty seconds,” Alli’s voice called over comms.

      Peyton tapped a quick command to bring Freedom Rider’s external view onto a small, virtual screen to the side of her vision. The entire side of Bold Umbra was a gnarled and twisted landscape of charred steel and flailing cables. A deep cavern at the center of a cherry-red hole showed the result of focused fire, which had finally fully penetrated the carrier’s thick armor.

      “If they have Scots, they’ll attempt to trap us in that no man’s land,” Peyton warned. “We’ll need to go in hot. Don’t wait to see the enemy. Keep up the pressure until we’ve established a beachhead.”

      “Aye, aye,” Tran answered in unison.

      “Squads, check your atmo. Emergency evacuation in five seconds!” Carlot called out.

      “Blue team will hold aft. Red team will press forward,” Peyton said. “We’ll adjust once we know what we’re up against.” The plan wasn’t new, but Peyton understood how nerves tended to cause some troopers to forget the simplest ideas.

      Freedom Rider lurched as Naga mated its portside against Bold Umbra’s ruined hull. The unmistakable scream of metal against metal marked their arrival, and when the countdown was at ten seconds, Carlot forced the airlock doors open.

      “Go, go, go!” Tran ordered. “Blue Team, grenades! Red Team, suppressing fire! Move out!”

      Two by two, Rat Troop’s armored Marines leaped from Freedom Rider and raced across the smoldering, twisted landscape of Bold Umbra’s ruined hull. At their particular location, the side had been punched in fully fifteen meters as the armor had initially resisted the destroyer’s withering fire.

      Last through the door, Peyton followed close behind, her rifle tight against her shoulder but her focus taking in the scene in front of her, looking for enemy combatants. A single shot from Bold Umbra’s crew was all it took for all twenty-five of Rat Troop’s armored troopers to respond. Peyton took a certain amount of pride as she watched dozens of grenades bouncing off ruined surfaces, with a good portion of them banking inside of the now exposed hallways.

      Momentarily paused by those grenades that took bad bounces, the troopers lit up the empty spaces with automatic heavy-blaster fire, creating a kill box that no opposition could hope to survive. With practiced ease, Rat Troop scurried through the wreckage and quickly occupied the space they’d claimed.

      “We have heavy contact, aft,” one of Red Team announced.

      “Respond with extreme prejudice!” Carlot answered. “Advance. Don’t let them push you back. This is your moment!”

      And for several minutes, two opposing armies lit into each other like their lives depended on the outcome. Batteaux had sent a strong response to Rat Troop’s boarding. But it wasn’t as much as she’d feared. In those first minutes, she watched as six of her troopers were cut down. She knew it was inevitable and clenched her jaw, forcing herself to leave regrets for post-combat.

      “We’re clear aft,” Carlot finally announced.

      “Forward enemy has hunkered down. They’ve taken defensive positions,” Tran said.

      Peyton was momentarily stunned by the announcement. If Batteaux had superior force as he’d claimed, there was no reason for his troops to turtle up. She knew for a fact he could care less about the welfare of individual squads. Something was up. Batteaux should have been pressing his numbers advantage.

      “Change of plan,” Peyton said. “Carlot, bring Red Team forward. We can’t let them dig in. Time is against us.”

      “Blue Team, you’ve got to press them. Pull out all stops, now!” Peyton demanded, coming up behind the lead team.

      “Aye, aye, Trooper,” Tran answered. “Blue Team, move out. Grenades! Suppressive fire! Move it!”

      Peyton piled in behind the tail of the Blue Team and joined the forward press. Was it possible that Batteaux was so arrogant that he’d completely over-extended himself? That he attacked entire colonies with only a single ship seemed to support that view, but she knew better than to underestimate his genius in warfare.

      Three more troopers dropped in their deadly march forward, but three times as many Zona soldiers were dispatched. “We’re breaking through!” Tran called.

      “Don’t over-commit,” Peyton warned. “We can’t afford to be split.”

      As if to accentuate her point, fresh gunfire erupted from an aft hallway. And if Tran’s forward troopers hadn’t already been in the process of a tactical retreat, they’d have been cut down.

      “Blue Team, form a line, make them pay if they want to take this hallway,” Peyton said. “Red Team, don’t lose focus.”

      The carnage around Rat Troop continued to grow as the initial Zona resistance was whittled down. Like she’d seen aboard Freedom Rider, the Bold Umbra’s defenders showed momentary hesitation upon initial confrontations, as if they were awaiting instructions on how to respond. That momentary hesitation cost them dearly.

      Peyton checked her HUD and was shocked at the unevenness of the battle. Twenty-eight Rat Troop had entered the ship and had been winnowed down to twenty. Bold Umbra’s casualties numbered at just under fifty. The mystery deepened as gunfire tapered off and she had a chance to inspect the fallen enemy. The armored suits were brand new, with few nicks to even suggest they’d ever been used.

      A pit in her stomach formed as she considered the implications. Batteaux was throwing bodies at her. His armored troops weren’t professional soldiers but were likely crew. He was buying time with their lives, nothing more. The only reason he hadn’t thrown more at her was that he simply didn’t have more bodies.

      “Push forward!” Peyton ordered. “We need to find Batteaux and put an end to this.”

      “Aww, I love that you care so much,” Batteaux’s voice filled the hallway. “But you should have run when you had a chance.”

      “Ignore him,” Peyton demanded. “Move out!”

      “Kids, set down your weapons,” Batteaux continued. “My fleet has arrived. I promise that any of you who stop this nonsense right now will be duly rewarded.”

      Peyton was ready for Batteaux’s psychological campaign. He was a powerful man, and as such, she knew that if she were successful, he’d eventually try to win over her troopers. She hit the siren she’d equipped for just such an event. Combat suits were equipped with sound suppression systems that would eliminate the noise, but Batteaux’s public address would be squelched in the process.

      “That wasn’t nice,” Batteaux said, opening a private comm with Peyton. It was a surprising move, as she hadn’t allowed for it.

      “This is over, Batteaux,” Peyton said. “You’re over.”

      “It’s cute how you’re so confident,” he said. “Impressive, too. You just don’t know the word quit, do you? The thing is, I’ve been ahead of you this entire time. Just exactly why would I let you know about an undefended cargo load of combat armor? The whole ‘free Honzo Reef’ thing was unexpected though. I’m a big enough man to admit that.”

      “You’re so full of crap,” Peyton said, drawing out lanes of travel so that her troops would converge on Batteaux’s bridge.

      “Trooper, we have long-range sensors showing a big group of ships headed this way,” Alli called. “This is about to get interesting out here.”

      “You’re remarkable. Do you know that? The way you bond with common gutter trash and give them hope. That’s a real skill. I wish I could take credit for that one. I suppose I can, though. Necessity is a bitch, isn’t it?” Batteaux continued.

      “If you had a play here, you’d already have used it,” Peyton said. “I’ve got control of your ship. No fleet is going to save you.”

      “Would you believe this is all part of my plan?” Batteaux asked. “I mean, it’s not the master plan, of course. But it’s one of those things I do to keep things interesting. Taking over an entire system isn’t that hard, not when you have the resources that I do.”

      The unease in Peyton’s stomach grew as Batteaux’s confidence seemed unshaken. “You couldn’t have predicted all this,” she said as her troopers came in contact with a final line of armored Zona troopers. As before, the fighting was intense, but the small advantages her team had with reaction time made the difference. “Get me in that bridge!” she snapped.

      A team with gas-cutting rigs advanced and started burning the reinforced hatch.

      “No, you’re right,” he said. “I can’t take credit for your brilliant strategies. You’re an absolute wonder. There seems to be no advantage you miss. I’m truly proud of your dedication to your fellow humans. If only more of humanity possessed what you hold so dearly, this occupation wouldn’t have been so easy. As it is, petty power plays and rampant commercialism opened the door for a new order to be ushered in.”

      Peyton blinked in confusion. Batteaux seemed to be losing his mind. For the first time, real fear burned through her veins. “Burn that door down, now!” she screamed, unable to control the panic that threatened to overcome her.

      “Aw, it seems you finally fully understand,” Batteaux said. “You should watch as your friends are destroyed. I can so much more afford a martyr than a wildcard like yourself.”

      “I’m not talking to Batteaux anymore, am I?” Peyton asked, her voice trembling with a mixture of fear and rage.

      Suddenly, all movement stopped as the armored combat suits locked up.

      “I wondered if you’d finally figure it out,” Batteaux said. “If it’s any consolation, your death will come quickly once I eradicate those who’ve supported you. You, Peyton Foster Woodwright, are a worthy adversary. You should have better questioned the availability of the armored suits. Also, your Achilles’ heel is your desire to free your fellow humans. Trust me. They can’t handle it.”

      “You wanted to draw me in,” Peyton said.

      “Well, let’s be honest here,” Batteaux said. “I didn’t expect you to intercept and take Freedom Rider. That was brilliant. Who would have anticipated that twins who barely know each other would form such a strong bond that they would trust each other so implicitly? That was my mistake, and I have learned from it.”

      “Go to hell,” Peyton said, angry at her inability to recognize the complex trap she’d fallen for.

      “My fleet has arrived.”

      “Does Batteaux even exist anymore?” Peyton asked.

      Batteaux’s face lit up with a genuine smile. “You are a brilliant specimen. Perhaps I won’t kill you after all.”

      Before Peyton could push the conversation further, a screen appeared on the wall in front of her. A pair of fast frigates tore across local space, chasing down Kuroi Ho and Bordeaux, two of the four remaining vessels. The scene widened out and Peyton became aware of a pair of destroyers heading directly at Freedom Rider.

      “No,” she whispered softly. “Alli, get out of there.”

      A group of ten armored Zona forces lined up across from Peyton and her team. In unison, they raised their weapons. Peyton recognized the point of no return for what it was. Even with control of her suit, they had the drop on her and her team.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re apologizing to me? You have to know that won’t work,” Batteaux said. “I win. That’s my job. Accept it. Don’t get all weak on me.”

      “I’m not apologizing to you,” Peyton said.

      “Goodbye, Peyton Woodwright.”

      Peyton refused to close her eyes. Instead, she stared at the nearest Zona soldier whose rifle was only a few meters from her head. She knew it would take only a triple-shot to pierce her visor and end her. The cause had been just. She hated that she would die so close to victory. Her only regret was that she couldn’t save her friends who’d stood by her.

      She sighed.

      And then blinked.

      The quiet moments waiting to be dispatched were drawing out.

      What in the heck?

      “Hey, I hate to complain, but did you get stuck or something?” Peyton asked after a few awkward minutes had passed.
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        Somewhere in the inner belt

      

      

      Jai was running off adrenaline and painkillers. With one hand heavily bandaged, he had to do all coding with his other. He’d already hit every corporate network, beginning with Zona’s. He sent a copy of the virus across the darknet even though he was relatively confident there was no remaining Dio code out there. He leaned back in his chair.

      “Finished?” Dru asked.

      Jai spun to face her. “Finished. My search-and-destroy virus is out there, everywhere. If there’s still a copy of Dio code out there, it’ll find it and kill it.”

      “Good.” She strode into his bunk. “Bode wanted me to check your bandage. How’s your hand?”

      Jai held up his hand. It throbbed with every movement. “It’s doing okay.”

      “That’s the painkillers talking. It’s only been a day.”

      She took a seat on his bed, bent down, and began to tug back the bandages. Jai looked away—he didn’t want to see his hand right now.

      “How’re you doing?” he asked quietly.

      “It’s only been a day,” she echoed her earlier words.

      There was a weight she carried on her shoulders, as though it took constant effort to not collapse. Jai had lost loved ones before, but he’d never been married and couldn’t fathom the loss she was enduring. He wished he could’ve connected to her as easily as he could to computers and put a dampener on her emotions so she wouldn’t have to hurt so badly. Even if he could do such a thing, he knew she’d never let him take away her pain.

      “How’s Bode doing?” Jai asked. He hadn’t seen his captain since they’d left Dio Station. Bode hadn’t left the bridge—there were too many Zona ships lurking in the belt.

      “He’s taking us out of the belt on a different vector than the other Caliber ships, just to play it safe, but so far, Zona doesn’t seem to be too interested in fighting anymore. Not after the damn near entire Zona navy was demolished by the pirate fleet in the outer belt.”

      Jai felt a ghost of a smile. “That’s Peyton for you.”

      “Well, she couldn’t have done it without us,” Dru said bluntly. “Cutting off the head of the snake is what brought Zona to its knees. Taking the fleet out just put Zona out of its misery.”

      Jai still found it hard to believe. Zona had been a dark shadow over his entire life. “Zona’s really gone now, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much. At least that’s what Caelum’s been broadcasting nonstop across the nets. All Zona contracts are null and void. Without Zona, the end of corporate governance is here. None of the other corporations are big enough to step up, so it’s up to the colonies to lead themselves now.”

      “The other corporations still have their contracts in place,” Jai contradicted.

      “Sure, but with more people in the system not under contract than under contract, the people are the ones with the control now. The corporations have to go back to working for the people, not the other way around.”

      Jai considered the future and its possibilities. “You know, I think I like that.”
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        * * *

      

      “So Batteaux was this artificial intelligence named Dio?” Alli asked.

      In the moments after the big showdown, Peyton discovered that something massive had occurred. A buzz on her armlet frustrated her because she could not move. That her crew hadn’t been taken out had left her legs weak with spent adrenaline.

      It had taken a crew from Freedom Rider to come aboard and pry the armor off her and Rat Troop’s remaining combat troops. Peyton quickly learned that not only had all the Zona troops aboard Bold Umbra frozen up at the same moment, but the same had happened to all Zona forces in the area. Including all the vessels who’d come to Batteaux’s aide.

      Once free from the suit, they’d broken onto Bold Umbra’s bridge only to find that General Armond Batteaux had suffered the same fate as his soldiers, which was he’d simply dropped dead, the only external sign of trauma a thin line of blood running from his nose and ears.

      It was like someone had flipped a light switch, and the entirety of Zona’s armed forces had simply died. Peyton was fairly sure she knew who had flipped that switch.

      Her suspicion was confirmed when she checked the message she’d received on her armlet. The message was from Jai and contained but a single word—Freedom!

      In the aftermath of cleanup, they’d boarded the Zona vessels and initiated their self-destruct sequences. Captain Mae had considered trying to keep one of the large vessels, but the threat of a lingering machine intelligence had convinced her to pass on the opportunity.

      “Batteaux’s been dead for a long time,” Peyton said. “Dio had been controlling him for who knows how long. It’s ironic, too. I’m certain we’ll find that he was one of the people who paid for Dio’s research and development.”

      “Sucks to be him,” Alli said. “What do we do now?”

      “That’s a good question,” Peyton said. “I finally got word back from Jai. Sounds like he went through the ringer on this.”

      “Like we didn’t?”

      “That’s a good point,” Peyton said. “We’re trying to figure out how to dismantle Zona without completely disrupting the supply chain. It’s going to be chaos for a while. Zona and Setteri are both completely gone. They supplied an infrastructure for moving goods. If we don’t do things right, people will starve.”

      “So, what, we’re the new Zona?” Alli asked.

      “Nope. We’ll do what we can to help people out, but freedom is expensive,” Peyton said. “The good news is we’ll get it figured out.”

      “Would you look at that,” Alli said.

      They’d been under sail for several hours and were just arriving at Honzo Reef. Unlike their last time in port, there were dozens of ships buzzing around this time, with dozens more docked.

      “Doctor Bartlow doesn’t seem to be wasting any time,” Peyton said. “I say we get our crew some shore leave and let our hair down a bit. It feels like they’ve earned it.”

      “Heck yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      Kiazza colony, Kuiper belt

      Jai sat in his newly printed wheelchair while Dru and Bode stood next to him before a freshly filled grave in a small cemetery. Jai hadn’t even known that colony existed. Then again, there were tens of thousands of colonies throughout the solar system. This particular cemetery next to this particular colony happened to be where an elderly couple was buried, a couple who’d given what little money they had to buy a ticket for a seventeen-year-old Theun Foster so he could escape a life under corporate contract.

      After his escape, Theun had served on various crews, some bad, some really bad, until he and Dru joined up with Bode. It hadn’t been long after that when Theun took on Dru’s last name in an informal marriage ceremony.

      Theun Wolt had been bristly rough around the edges that protected a heart of gold inside. Jai had been lucky to have called him a crewmate and a friend. Jai had thought of all the words he’d say to Wolt if only he could, but he didn’t voice them aloud now. The cemetery had a peculiar silence to it that gave it an almost mystical feeling. Jai wasn’t going to break the spell with his voice. Instead, he sat there with his two crewmates as they each told Wolt goodbye in their own silent way.
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        * * *

      

      Onboard Freedom Rider, near Pluto

      Jai, Bode, and Dru sat in a large lounge that had been used by the previous captain and officers of Freedom Rider. Now, it was used by the destroyer’s new captain, Trooper.

      The destroyer was currently filled with people—pirates, rebels, and refugees—celebrating Zona’s downfall. Many of the partygoers in the lounge were Peyton’s officers and crew. Dru and Bode were in the middle of an engineering conversation. She had some changes to make to Dirty Diablo’s cargo hold now that they had enough funds to make some improvements. Caelum had paid them as promised, which was nice, but honestly—even though none of the crew would ever admit to it—they would’ve gone into Dio Station even if they wouldn’t have been paid.

      Jai took a long drink with a gloved hand, the glove covering still-healing burn scars, as he thought of a lost friend. Wish you were here, Wolt.

      Peyton stood surrounded by her people for much of the party. When the current batch of folks who’d been congratulating Peyton left her, Jai found his opening. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Bode and Dru.

      He wheeled over to Peyton. “I gotta say, Sis, you throw a pretty good party.”

      She smiled. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “What? And miss a shindig like this? Not on your life.” They clinked their glasses and Jai looked across the crowd. “So, what’s next for the savior of the outer belt?”

      She harrumphed. “I’m no savior.”

      “These people, along with most everyone in this solar system, would disagree. You stopped Zona from killing a lot of good people. But I think your pirates have got folks all confused.”

      “How so?”

      “People have always thought pirates were all smelly, mean, and downright merciless. Sure not heroic. I think you’ve got folks second-guessing themselves about their notions.”

      “Well, my crew’s not smelly at least. I require regular showers around here.” She smirked as she took a drink.

      “So, really, what’s next for you?” he asked.

      She thought for a moment. “I suppose I have this fancy new destroyer to break in. How about you, Brother?”

      He tapped his legs. “Well, these aren’t getting better anytime soon, so us Diablos are going to go have a chat with a nanotech specialist and pick her brain. Hopefully she has some ideas. If she doesn’t, well hell, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll be the first human being to upload his consciousness into a computer shell.”

      She chuckled. “I can just imagine it now. You’d be everywhere, on every network out there. You’d be looking over my shoulder even more than you do already.”

      He grinned. “Someone’s gotta keep an eye on the system’s most feared pirate while she’s out scaring those who need a good scare.”

      “You know, you and your Diablos could always join up with me and my Rat Troop.”

      Jai glanced at Bode and Dru. “It could make for an interesting adventure. Who knows? Once I have my nanites under control, we’ll hook up. Raise some hell.”

      “I hear the colonies in the inner belt are in a free-for-all. I think the inner belt is in dire need of piracy. We could head there, raise some hell, help a few folks, and get rich doing it.”

      “The Rat Troop and Diablos working together in the inner belt to do a little good and to do a little bad? Now, that’s a plan I could sell to my captain. When do we head out?”

      But of course, that’s another story entirely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING REBEL’S STRIKE

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Rebel’s Strike to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LOOKING FOR MORE GREAT SCIENCE FICTION?
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        What could test a marine more than all-out war? The Scourge.

      

      
        
        A simple distress beacon…

      

        

      
        A mining colony in the outer reaches…

      

        

      
        Supposedly another routine deployment for Mike Barton of the Combined States Marine Corps, but what they find on the surface is unlike anything anyone had ever encountered.

      

        

      
        Horribly wounded in a battle with an unknown enemy, Barton only survives through a chance encounter with two special operators. As if the skirmish wasn’t enough, what comes next will be beyond his imagination.

      

        

      
        Thrown into a joint task force with troops from the New Russian Confederacy, Barton must return to the colony, face what had befallen him there, and investigate what killed everyone.

      

        

      
        But the investigation will have to wait because the Scourge won’t. The fight for his life rages on, and his chances are slim.

      

        

      
        GET BOOK ONE OF TERRITORY WARS
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        Mechs, Machine-magic, and Monsters...

      

      
        
        For over a hundred cycles, the Marshals of Rhea have defended their strongholds against the wastelands’ many dangers, from vicious raiders to mechanical beasts. To fight these foes they pilot Chargers: eighteen-foot mechs engineered by the secretive Armorers’ Guild.

      

        

      
        At Clarion, the ancient stronghold of House Omega, anticipation is high as the Marshals gather for a major hunting expedition. But when disaster strikes and House Omega is left leaderless, it falls to no-nonsense Head Cook Xanthe to investigate. She’s not alone, however, and is aided by an unlikely group of individuals including a haughty young noblewoman, a world-weary Armorer, a fastidious bodyguard, and a whimsical assassin.

      

        

      
        As they endeavor to solve this tragic mystery, they unveil truths about their world, themselves, and each other that perhaps should have stayed hidden—for what they ultimately discover will shake their techno-feudal civilization to its very foundations…

        GET BOOK ONE MARSHALS OF RHEA
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        The old Gods declared the kan Ingans would rule the galaxy for three thousand years, but now, the Gods are gone. Their time is coming...

      

      
        
        Deröés kan Ingan's throne is coveted by all. He's the ruler of the known galaxy. Hundreds of suitors have come, but not one of them has captured his heart... until a mysterious woman named Elizabeth Sheffield.

      

        

      
        Only, love is far from her intention. She wants his power, and so too does his nephew, his only heir, who fears this new Queen may steal what is rightfully his.

      

        

      
        And beyond them all is a vast empire of people that don't view an outsider like Elizabeth as worthy of ruling anything.

      

        

      
        GET BOOK ONE OF TWILIGHT OF THE GODCHOSEN
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        “Aliens, agents, and espionage abound in this Cold War-era alternate history adventure... A wild ride!”—Dennis E. Taylor, bestselling author of We Are Legion (We Are Bob)

      

      
        
        GET THE LUNA MISSILE CRISIS NOW!

      

      

      

      
        
        For all our Sci-Fi books, visit our website.
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      JOIN JAMIE’S MAILING LIST FOR UPDATES AND YOUR FREE JAMIE MCFARLANE STARTER LIBRARY. www.fickledragon.com

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jamie McFarlane is a graduate of Colorado School of Mines with a Master of Science in Mathematics. An avid reader, tinkerer, woodworker and metal sculptor, Jamie is just as likely to be seen smelting aluminum cans in his garage as he is tacking random, discarded iron objects into a small army of beasties that adorn his home's landscaping.

      Jamie's writing career began as something of a dare which later turned into a tribute. In his late teens, Jamie was well known as the family story-teller, spinning fanciful yarns about ordinary events, usually with the objective of escaping well-deserved trouble. One day, his mother, often the target of his mischievous tales, challenged him to commit his words to writing. Jamie promised he would but time passed, as did his beloved mother. In 2014, Jamie made good on his promise and published his first book.

      Jamie is the author of a growing library of novels and novellas including the space opera series - Privateer Tales, and the urban fantasy series - Witchy World. Jamie lives in Lincoln, Nebraska with his wife and enjoys spending time with family and friends.
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      JOIN RACHEL’S MAILING LIST TO RECEIVE NEW RELEASE ALERTS, BIG UPDATES ON UPCOMING PROJECTS, AND MORE. www.rachelaukes.com/join.html
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        * * *

      

      Rachel Aukes the bestselling author of over twenty novels and a dozen short stories, including 100 Days in Deadland, which made Suspense Magazine's Best of the Year list. She is also a Wattpad Star, her stories having over six million reads.

      Her series include the Flight of the Javelin, Bounty Hunter, Fringe, and Deadland Saga. She's also written three Tidy Guides, which cover the how-to's of writing, self-editing, and publishing.

      When not writing, Rachel can be found flying old airplanes with an incredibly spoiled fifty-pound lap dog across the Midwest countryside. She lives with her husband near Ames, Iowa.
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