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CHAPTER 1
6 MONTHS LATER…
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The late afternoon sun shined down on Bill Ackermann's farm, transforming the rustic setting into something out of a fairytale. Like Cinderella, maybe.

Strings of twinkling lights crisscrossed overhead, their soft illumination not yet needed but adding to the magical atmosphere. Rows of white chairs faced an arch adorned with climbing roses and ribbons, beyond which lay rolling fields that stretched to the horizon.

I stood at the front of the gathering, fidgeting slightly with the cuffs of my tailored suit. I glanced down the aisle, past the seated guests, to where Mom waited just out of sight. A mix of emotions swirled within me—joy for my mother's happiness, lingering traces of the surreal feeling that came with Earth no longer being my only home, and an undercurrent of restlessness I couldn't quite shake.

"Nervous?" Matt whispered beside me.

"You'd think after everything we've been through, a wedding would be a breeze.”

"Yeah, but it's not every day your mom marries the regent of a galactic empire," Matt replied with a grin.

“Or the guy who dragged us into that empire in the first place,” I replied. “A guy I’m still not sure I completely trust.”

“Pssst, I heard that,” Keep said, positioned just in front of me, looking twice as nervous as I felt. I couldn’t really blame him. Nine hundred something years ago, he’d promised his first wife he’d never love again. And yet, here he was, ready to tie the knot with the most important woman in my life.

“I wasn’t trying that hard to keep it from you,” I replied, drawing a sharp side-eye.

Before Keep could fully retort, the opening strains of music signaled the start of the ceremony. The small gathering of assembled guests turned, a mix of family, friends old and new, and the eclectic crew that had become my found family among the stars.

Mom appeared at the end of the aisle on the arm of my oldest brother, Paul. There had been some confusion among us three Murdock boys who would do the honors, quickly solved when Keep asked me to be his best man, and Peter phoned in with huge apologies because he was stuck in Tonga during a volcanic eruption. Perfect timing, as usual, he had said.

Bottom line, she looked radiant in a simple but elegant white dress. She also looked happier than I'd seen her in years. My gaze shifted to Keep, waiting by the officiant with an expression of awe that confirmed his adoration for her.

I couldn’t blame him for that, either.

As Mom made her way down the aisle, my eyes swept over the gathered guests. Sheri sat in the front row, fingers interlaced with David's. The young genius still looked a bit shell-shocked to be included in such an intimate family moment, but the way he gazed at my sister left little doubt about his feelings.

A few rows back, Emerald bounced excitedly in her seat, barely containing herself. Quasar placed a calming hand on her shoulder, getting her to settle just a little. George and his wife and daughter sat stoically beside them, though I caught the sheen of unshed tears in the older man's eyes.

Meg and Leo occupied the end of one row, already bickering in hushed whispers over something.

A rustle of movement caught my attention. I glanced to the side of the seating area where Ixy had positioned herself, her large form draped artfully with silken fabric to make her appear less startling to the Earth-bound guests. I’d tried to convince her to stay in the ship and watch from the transparency on the flight deck, but she’d reacted with eight large, sorrowful eyes and a low hiss that forced me to acquiesce. Shaq perched on one of her appendages, looking dapper in a tiny bowtie.

As Mom reached the front, we locked eyes, mirroring one another’s smiles. Keep's eyes shone with genuine emotion as he took her hands in his own.

The officiant, a kindly older man Bill had recommended, began the ceremony. "Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the union of Carol Murdock and Avelus Keep..."

I let the words wash over me, my mind drifting to the incredible journey that had led to this moment. Just months ago, I had been dying, resigned to leaving my family behind. Now, I stood changed in ways I was still coming to terms with, with a whole galaxy of possibilities stretching out before me.

The ability to channel chaos energy without aid still felt new and a little frightening. I flexed my fingers unconsciously, remembering the raw power that had coursed through me in those final moments aboard Dominator. I had saved the day, saved my friends and countless lives across the Spiral. Yet a nagging voice in the back of my mind whispered that there was still so much more to do, so many wrongs to right. I was the Prime Archon of the Manticore Spiral, after all.

I was drawn back to the present as Keep and Mom exchanged their vows. Keep's voice carried the gravitas of his years, but there was a tenderness there that I had rarely heard before.

"Carol," Keep said, his eyes never leaving hers, "when I first came looking to find a champion for the Spiral, or at least sell a starship to a rube, I never imagined I would also find a home after so many years. You've shown me what it means to belong somewhere, to someone again. I promise to cherish every moment we have together, to face whatever challenges the universe throws our way side by side."

Mom's voice wavered slightly with emotion as she spoke. "Avi, you came into my life like something out of a dream. You've opened up whole new worlds to me, literally and figuratively." A ripple of knowing laughter passed through those guests aware of Keep's true nature. "But more than that, you've shown me that it's never too late for a new beginning. I promise to be your partner in all things, in this world and any other."

The officiant turned to me. “Do you have the rings?”

“Oh, right,” I said, so moved by their statements I’d forgotten my one simple job. I patted my pants, checked the inside pocket of my coat, and looked to Shaq, hoping for a save. It was like something out of a Hallmark movie.

“Are you kidding me right now, kid?” Keep asked.

I glanced at him and winked. “Gotcha,” I said with a grin. Sipping on chaos energy, I restored the rings to full size in my palm. The officiant, who had a great view of the action but had no knowledge of sigiltech, gasped. The rest of the attendees who didn’t know any different thought it was just good old-fashioned street magic sleight-of-hand.

“Show off,” Keep smirked, swiping the rings from me. “Badabing badaboom!”

As they were exchanged and the officiant pronounced them husband and wife, a cheer went up from the assembled guests. I clapped along with the rest, genuinely happy for my mother and the man who had become a mentor and friend.

The reception that followed was a joyous affair, with tables set up in the Ackermann's spacious farmhouse and music filling the air. I found myself pulled into conversation after conversation, fielding questions from curious relatives and Mom’s friends about my "classified government work" —the cover story for my intergalactic adventures.

I was just extracting myself from one of Mom’s friends when Matt appeared at my elbow, two glasses of champagne in hand. "Thought you could use this," he said, offering one to me.

"You're a lifesaver," I replied, taking a grateful sip. "I'd forgotten how exhausting family gatherings can be."

Matt chuckled. "Yeah, I think I prefer when our social circle is limited to the crew and maybe a few friendly aliens."

We found a quiet spot to watch the festivities from a slight distance. The sun was setting over the fields, painting the sky in brilliant oranges and pinks.

"So," Matt said after a comfortable silence, "what's next for you, bro? You saved the galaxy, became a level fifty wizard, and saw your mom married off. It seems like you've checked all the boxes."

I snorted. "When you put it that way, maybe I should just retire. Go out on a high note."

Matt raised an eyebrow. "Sure, because you're definitely the type to sit still for long. Come on, I know that look in your eye. You want to get back in the hero business, don’t you?”

"Is it that obvious?"

"Only to someone who knows you as well as I do," Matt replied with a grin. "Spill it."

I was quiet for a moment, gathering my thoughts. "It's just... we did good out there, right? Stopped Blorb, saved a lot of lives. But the Spiral is a big place, and there’s a lot of possible trouble vectors. Other Aleal, escaped sigilships, and Sucaath, of course. Those are just the things we know about. And with my abilities…” I trailed off, flexing my fingers unconsciously.

Matt nodded slowly. "You feel responsible. Like you should be out there, doing more."

"Yeah," I admitted. "Mom and Keep are just starting their life together, Sheri's happy with David... I should probably be content to stay put for a while."

"But you're not," Matt finished for me. “Breaking up with Meg doesn’t have anything to do with that, does it?”

“Nah. Meg and I are good. We just didn’t want the same things. It happens, right?”

“Definitely.”

I took another sip of champagne, watching as Emerald dragged a laughing Paul onto the makeshift dance floor. "What about you? Still planning on that tourism business?"

Matt shrugged. "The idea has potential, but I still have to work out all the kinks. Like, how do I get people from Earth to the Spiral and back without windowless vans and black suits getting involved? Hop-racing is on the agenda, too, but the bureaucracy around it is ridiculous.”

“Is it anything Keep can help with?”

“You’d think, right? But I don’t want to be a nepo baby.”

“You two aren’t related.”

“Same idea. I want to get in on my own. Anyway, Dryka commissioned a racer for me, but it won’t be ready for another year.”

“That long?”

“Yeah. I’m going to call her Shelby Cobra.”

“Of course you are.”

“With all the waiting I’m doing, I’d be lying if I said I wasn't feeling a little restless too."

Before I could respond, a commotion near the gift table caught our attention. Ixy had managed to snag a piece of wedding cake with one of her appendages and was gleefully feeding it to an equally enthusiastic Shaq, much to the bemusement of some of the Earth-bound guests.

"Maybe we should go run interference," I said with a chuckle, already moving in that direction.

As we approached, I overheard snippets of conversation from nearby guests.

"...such realistic animatronics! I wonder if they're some new theme park promotion?"

"No, no, I heard they're robots loaded with highly advanced AI. You know how quickly things are moving forward these days, and Carol did say Avelus works for a technology company."

“A spider and a blue squirrel though? Seems rather pointless.”

“Pointless?” Shaq buzzed, glaring at the speaker, who thought it was the cutest and funniest thing she had ever seen.

I bit back a laugh before catching Ixy's multiple eyes and giving a subtle head shake, silently asking her to tone things down a bit.

“Try not to traumatize the locals too much," I said quietly to them. "We're trying to keep a low profile, remember?"

“Mmmmhmmm,” Shaq replied before licking his front paws and cleaning the cake of his face in the most adorable way possible.

As I turned away, satisfied that a crisis had been averted, I nearly collided with Keep. He steadied me with a hand on my shoulder.

“Hey kid. Everything good?” Keep asked, amusement dancing in his eyes.

“Yeah, just fine. Shouldn’t you be with your bride?”

“She’s making the rounds. If I have to explain my fake job description one more time, I think I might explode. BadaBOOM!”

He caught me with that one, and I burst into laughter.

Keep nodded, then gestured for me to follow him. We made our way to the farmhouse's wraparound porch, away from the main festivities. Keep produced two tumblers and a bottle of amber liquid from seemingly nowhere.

"I think the occasion calls for something a little stronger than champagne, don't you?" he said, pouring a measure into each glass.

I accepted the offered drink, raising an eyebrow at its iridescent sheen. "I'm a little afraid to ask what this is."

Keep chuckled. "Nothing too exotic. Perfectly safe for human consumption. Well, humans with access to restore.” He chuckled. “Just give her a taste.”

We clinked glasses and I took a cautious sip. The liquid seemed to dance across my tongue, leaving a pleasant warmth in its wake. "Not bad," I admitted.

Keep smiled, then his expression grew more serious. "I wanted to thank you, Ben. Not just for standing up with me today, but for everything. I know our relationship hasn't always been... straightforward. But I hope you know how much I've come to care for you and your mom.”

I nodded, a lump forming in my throat. "I do. And I'm happy for you both, truly."

"But?" Keep prompted, sensing the unspoken word. “What’s on your mind, kid?”

I sighed. "But... I can't help feeling like there's more I should be doing. The Spiral is still out there, still facing threats we might not even know about yet. And with these new abilities..."

Keep's expression was understanding. “Of course, when the movie’s over, you’re itching for a sequel.”

“Not exactly. I’d like to avoid the extinction level threat if possible. But I do want to get back in the saddle. Is that crazy? We just saved the galaxy. You'd think I'd want a break."

Keep was quiet for a moment, swirling the liquid in his glass. "It's not crazy," he said finally. “Besides, you had a break. Half a year. Maybe not a long time for an immortal like you and me, but you aren’t used to measuring your age in centuries yet. You’ll get there in, oh, seventy eight years or so. Anyways, it's one of the things that first made me realize you were the one I'd been looking for."

“I thought it was my leadership and piloting skills?”

“Mostly that, but your desire to do good did add a five percent weighting in the algorithmic criteria.” He fixed me with a penetrating gaze. “What I’m trying to say, kid, is that you have a hero's heart. It's not in your nature to sit idle when you know you could be out there, making a difference."

I felt a mix of emotions at Keep's words–pride, uncertainty, a touch of fear. “So what do I do?"

Keep smiled, a hint of mischief in his eyes. "Well, as it happens, I might have a proposition for you..."

Before he could elaborate, Mom's voice rang out from the barn. "Avi! Ben! Get in here, it's time for photos!"

Keep drained the last of his drink and clapped me on the shoulder. "We'll continue this conversation later. For now, let's not keep your mother waiting. I have a feeling she'd find a way to ground us both if we misbehaved on her big day."

I laughed, allowing myself to be steered back inside. As we walked, my mind whirled with possibilities. What kind of proposition did Keep have in mind? And was I ready to dive back into the unknown so soon?

The questions would have to wait. For now, there was a celebration to enjoy, surrounded by family both old and new. I pushed my restlessness aside, determined to be fully present in this moment of joy.

As we reached the cluster of special guests, I caught Matt's eye across the barn. My best friend raised his glass in a silent toast, a knowing look on his face. Whatever came next, I knew I wouldn't be facing it alone.

Mom beamed as Keep and I joined the group. "There are my two favorite men," she said, pulling us both into a hug. "Now, let's get this picture perfect. Sheri, David, you too! Matt, don't think you can hide back there..."

As we crowded together, jostling for position and trading good-natured jokes, I felt a surge of warmth that had nothing to do with the alien liquor. This moment, surrounded by the people I loved most in two galaxies, was something to be cherished.

“Say cheese!” George ordered, lining up the shot.

“Cheese!” we all cried back, some of us in a more inebriated state than others.

The camera flashed, capturing the scene for posterity. I knew that whatever adventures lay ahead, whatever challenges the universe might throw our way, I would always have this memory to ground me. A perfect moment of belonging, bridging the gap between my old life and the vast unknown that stretched out before me.

“Text me that picture, will you?” I asked George.

“Sure thing, Ben,” he replied.

As the group began to disperse, Keep caught my eye once more. There was a glint there, a promise of excitement to come. I felt a familiar thrill of anticipation. The galaxy was calling, and soon enough, I knew I'd answer.

But for now, there was cake to be eaten, dances to be danced, and a celebration of love that transcended the boundaries of space and time. I allowed myself to be pulled back into the festivities, determined to make the most of this fleeting moment of peace before the next great adventure began.


CHAPTER 2
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The last strains of music faded away as the band packed up their instruments. The farmhouse stood quiet now, save for the gentle clink of glasses as the remaining guests helped with cleanup. I found Keep near the barn, gazing up at the star-studded sky with a faraway look in his eyes.

“Homesick?” I asked, coming to stand beside him.

Keep chuckled softly. “Nah. I am home, kid, as long as your mother is around." He glanced at me, deflating. “I was just thinking ahead, thirty, forty years from now.”

I didn’t need more detail than that to know what he was thinking about. “Mortality versus immortality,” I replied. “Mom won’t live forever.”

“Bingo bango boingo, give the kid a prize,” he said, but his catchphrase came out flat this time. “She won’t, but we will. You and me both.”

“Only if I choose to,” I pointed out.

“You say that now, but you haven’t had that particular ability for very long. Before you know it, it’ll become second nature and you won’t know how to turn it off.”

“We could always jump into a vat of molten metal or something, Gollum-style. That’ll do the trick.”

“Not really the angle I was going for, kid.”

“Sorry.”

“You’ll understand this more when you’ve lived a few centuries. But losing people never gets any easier. And when you love that person…”

“Shakespeare said that when two people are in love, there can be no happy ending. It’s pretty rare that people go at the same time, which means one partner always loses. It doesn’t matter if that loss is an hour, a day, or a year.”

“I liked the first part, the last part is where you went wrong. It does matter. Nine hundred years, plus Carol, and I still feel the loss.”

“Okay, but you went into this knowing it would happen.”

“I didn’t choose to love her, kid. She just hit me like…”

“A wrecking ball?”

“Bingo! Yeah, kid. A wrecking ball. Nothing I could do to stop it. I don’t regret it now, but I know one day I will. And I don’t want that day to come.”

“It’s better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all.”

“Shakespeare again?”

“Tennyson. He was a poet.”

“No offense, but you don’t seem like the poetry type.”

“I did go to school, you know.”

“It’s one thing to read a poem in school, another to wield it like a⁠—”

“The pen is mightier than the sword,” I interrupted.

Keep chuckled. “Shakespeare?”

“Actually, I don’t know who said that. Anyway, my plan is to enjoy today and worry about the future in the future. You should try that, too.”

Keep nodded, relaxing some. “You know what, kid? I think I will.”

“Good, because I didn’t come over to watch some lovesick lamentation.”

“Why did you come over?”

“You mentioned a proposition earlier?"

Keep's expression grew serious as he turned to face me. "I did. Walk with me, kid."

We strolled away from the farmhouse, the cool night air a welcome respite after the warmth of the celebration. Keep was quiet for a moment, gathering his thoughts.

"Blorb's defeat was a major victory for the Spiral,” he began. "But you know this saying, I’m sure. Nature abhors a vacuum."

“Aristotle,” I replied, drawing another laugh from Keep.

“You went to good schools, I guess.”

“Mom worked her ass off to make sure we did.”

“Yeah, well, by toppling Blorb and allowing sigiltech to re-emerge, we’ve opened up a whole new can of worms.”

“And you’re worried about what might crawl out?”

“Bingo, again. There are obvious holes in the Hegemony’s protective net, and plenty of factions that still hate being tied to Atlas, and Hiro’s, rule. With the dust still settling, some of them might see this as their chance to make a move. And as Regent of the Empire, it’s my problem to ensure that doesn’t happen. I want to make it your problem, too.”

"And do what? Play whack-a-mole with potential uprisings?"

Keep chuckled. "Not quite so brutish, but essentially, yes. I need someone I trust to investigate these trouble reports, someone with the skills and, let's face it, the overwhelming firepower needed to handle whatever they might find."

I raised an eyebrow. "I thought that's what the Royal Guard was for."

"The Guard has its place," Keep agreed. "But they're not exactly subtle. And in some cases, their presence might do more harm than good. What I need is someone who can move freely, gather intelligence, and act decisively if needed.”

"Someone like the newly minted Prime Archon of the realm?" I said wryly.

"Now you're catching on, kid." Keep's expression grew more serious. “Let’s face it, you have more stopping power in your pinkie than a Royal Sentry has in all its guns and starfighters combined.”

“I get the feeling you already have something in mind.”

“You keep winning prizes like this, I’m going to go bankrupt. I do have something in mind. Let’s call it a starter mission. Something simple to get your feet wet.”

“Assuming I want to do this.”

“Why wouldn’t you want to do this? Too small potatoes for you after you saved the universe?”

I flinched. “No, it’s not that.”

“Then what?”

I paused, hunting for an excuse. “Okay, maybe it is that.”

“You may be the Prime Archon, but try not to let it get to your head. It’s important work that I don’t want to trust to anyone else. I need your help, kid. I’ll beg if I need to.” He started dropping to a knee.

“Okay, get up old man,” I replied. “You already did that to the right person. I want to be useful, and this is my chance to be useful. What have you got?”

Keep straightened. “We've been getting some troubling reports from Niflin space."

The Niflin had been close with Sedaya, so the statement didn’t surprise me. “What kind of reports?"

"Nothing concrete yet," Keep admitted. "But there are whispers of unrest, of factions pushing for greater autonomy. Some are even talking about a terror war against the Hegemony."

"That doesn't sound good."

"It could all be letting off steam,” Keep said. "But if it's not... well, the Niflin are part of the Draconian Duchy now. If they decided to cause trouble, and are halfway competent, it could destabilize the entire region."

I nodded slowly, processing the information. "So you want me to go to Niflin space, poke around, and see what I can find out?"

“Bingo. But tread carefully. We don't want to provoke anything if there's nothing there to provoke." Keep paused, his gaze drifting back to the stars. "When you get back to the Spiral, touch base with Duchess Dryka. She's been keeping an ear to the ground on this, and she might have more recent intel for you. I already told her to expect you.”

I laughed. He never doubted I would take the job. “Of course you did. Fine. I'll see what I can dig up."

Keep clapped me on the shoulder, a proud smile spreading across his face. "I knew I could count on you, kid. Just... try not to blow up any planets this time, capiche? The paperwork is a nightmare."

I laughed, about to retort when a familiar voice called out from behind us.

"There are my two favorite wizards," Mom said, approaching with a warm smile. "What are you two conspiring about out here?"

"Oh, you know," Keep replied smoothly. “Just which one of us you love more. No biggie.”

Mom chuckled. “That’s easy. The one who popped out from between⁠—”

“Mom!” I complained before she could finish the sentence.

She cracked herself up. “I just wanted to say goodnight to you, Ben. I’m sure you’ll be heading out soon, and we’ll be on a flight to Tahiti in the morning.”

“You’re really going to fly?” I asked Keep. “I can get you there in less than an hour.”

“Sometimes, it’s more of an adventure to do things the old-fashioned way,” Mom said.

I pulled her into a tight hug. "The wedding was beautiful," I said softly. "I'm so happy for you both."

"Thank you, sweetie," she replied, her eyes shining with unshed tears. "It means the world to have you here."

"You two look great together," I added, including Keep in my gaze. "A match made in the stars."

Keep groaned good-naturedly. "I think I'm rubbing off on you too much, kid. That was awful."

We all laughed, the moment light despite the weight of the conversation Keep and I had just had.

"Emerald especially enjoyed herself," I said, changing the subject.

"Oh, I noticed," Mom replied with a grin. "I'm pretty sure she wore out three different dance partners."

"Four, actually," Keep corrected. "I saw her dragging Paul onto the floor for one last spin just before the band packed up."

We chatted for a few more minutes, savoring these last moments together before duty called us in different directions.

"I should probably round up my crew," I said finally.

Mom nodded, understanding in her eyes. "Of course. Just... be careful out there, okay? I know you can handle yourself, but a mother never stops worrying."

"I will," I promised, hugging her once more. "I'll catch up with you both on Atlas after your honeymoon. I’m looking forward to seeing Hiro again, too.”

With final goodbyes exchanged, I made my way back to where Head Case waited. As I approached the ship, I felt the familiar thrill of anticipation building. Whatever challenges lay ahead, I was ready to face them.

The lounge was alive with chatter when I entered, my crew sprawled across the chairs and sofas in various states of drunkenness. Emerald was regaling the others with an enthusiastic, if somewhat embellished, retelling of her dance floor exploits.

"...and then I told him, 'Honey, if you can't keep up with these moves, you better get new feet!’” she finished with a flourish, nearly toppling off her perch on the arm of the sofa.

Quasar noticed me first. She rose from the piano bench and moved to my side, keeping her voice low. “Did you talk to Keep about his proposal?”

“You know about that?” I asked.

“I’m his top general. I should, or we bigger problems than some loud-mouthed Niflin.”

“Yeah, we talked about that. I’m supposed to meet with Dryka when we get back to the Spiral, but I figured I needed to drop you off on Atlas first.”

“Not necessary. Keep said I should ride with you again, at least for this mission. Officially, I'm just here to observe how you handle the Niflin situation. Unofficially..." She shrugged, a mischievous glint in her eye.

"Unofficially, you'll be right in the thick of it with us," I finished for her, unable to keep the smile off my face. "It's good to have you back."

"Wait, what Niflin situation?" Matt asked, overhearing our exchange. The lounge instantly fell silent.

I sighed, realizing I needed to bring everyone up to speed. "Alright, gather 'round, Team Hondo. We've got a new mission to discuss."

As the crew settled in, some more steadily than others, I relayed the gist of my conversation with Keep. The potential unrest in Niflin space, the need for a delicate touch in investigating, and the broader implications for the Spiral as a whole.

"So basically, we're off to play space detective?" Emerald asked, her eyes wide with excitement.

"Something like that," I agreed. "But we need to be careful. If there really is a growing terrorist movement, we don't want to be the ones to accidentally light the fuse."

"Sounds like our kind of challenge," Quasar said with a grin. "When do we leave?"

“How about, right now?”

“What are we waiting for?” Emerald cried, jumping to her feet and nearly falling over.

“Okay, how about in an hour or two when we’re all sobered up,” I corrected.

Soon enough, we were all strapped in and ready for liftoff. As Head Case rose silently into the night sky, I caught one last glimpse of the farmhouse below, warm light spilling from its windows. A pang of nostalgia hit me, knowing it might be some time before I saw Earth again. But the thrill of the unknown, of the adventure that lay ahead, quickly pushed those feelings aside.

"Alright, Team Hondo," I said as we broke atmosphere. "Let's see what kind of trouble we can get into this time."

The journey back to the Spiral was smoother than ever before. As we left Earth’s orbit, I stood at the center of the sigibellum, my hands hovering over its glowing surface. With a gesture that was equal parts dramatic flair and precise control, I opened the rift before us. The void yawned wide, a portal between worlds that no longer filled me with the visceral fear it once had.

“Matt, take us through,” I said over the comms.

Team Hondo. Back in action. This was going to be so awesome!


CHAPTER 3
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A wave of cold washed through me as we cleared the Void. The whorling vortex in spacetime that I’d created shuttered closed behind us, depositing us in the star-studded expanse of the Manticore Spiral, near Caprum in the Draconian Duchy.

I stood on Deck Five, hands resting lightly on the sigibellum, letting chaos energy thrum through the sigils etched beneath my feet. It had been six months since I’d last been in the Spiral, spending the time with Mom on the Ackerman’s farm instead. Coming back now, it was as though I’d never left.

"Home sweet home," Matt quipped through the comms from the pilot's seat, as he adjusted our course. "Well, one of them anyway."

I nodded, my eyes fixed on the viewscreens that surrounded the sigibellum. The glittering tapestry of stars stretched out before us, each point of light suggesting a potential adventure, calling to me like a celestial nymph. The restlessness that had been building inside me during our time on Earth surged anew.

"You know," Emerald piped up from her station, "I was expecting it to look different somehow. More... I don't know, sparkly? We did save the whole place, after all."

I couldn't help but chuckle. "Sorry to disappoint, Em. I'm afraid the galaxy doesn't hand out participation trophies."

"Well, it should," she huffed, but there was a glint of amusement in her eyes.

Shaq, perched nearby, gave a contented buzz. "Smells like home," he said in his language, which thanks to David I’d quickly become fluent in, once I understood the basic principles.

"I'm not sure I want to know what space smells like to you," I replied, reaching up to scratch him behind the ears.

“Cake and possibility," he answered cryptically.

Before I could ponder that, Meg's voice crackled over the intercom. "Ben, we've got an incoming transmission from Duchess Dryka. Want me to put it through?"

“Give me thirty seconds, I’m coming down.” I padded my bare feet over to the edge of the sigibellum, where I sat to tug on my magboots before leaving the platform. Immediately, the glowing sigils faded out. Shaq hopped from top of one of the displays to my shoulder.

“Byesss!” Ixy said as I headed for the elevator. I sent a huge wave back her way, then stepped into the cab and rode it down a deck. Entering the flight deck, I paused at the command seat.

“Excuse me, Em,” I said. She sat across the chair, legs draped over one side.

She shifted so she sat straight in the seat. “You can sit on my lap,” she offered.

“No thanks,” I replied.

“I can sit on yours.”

“Em…” I started. She liked to tease, sometimes too much.

“Missed me, didn’t you?” she replied, hopping to her feet.

“When does your son get out for summer break again?” I asked.

She laughed. “Not for another three months. You’re stuck with me until then, boo.”

“Stars help us,” Matt muttered.

“I heard that,” Emerald said.

“I said it at normal volume,” Matt retorted. “Maybe you want to go visit Quasar on Atlas. You can see Hiro while you’re there.”

“Aren’t we going to Atlas?”

“Yup,” Matt answered. “After we meet with the duchess. We can leave you there.”

Emerald pouted as she moved to the observation seating behind me. I finally claimed the command chair, pivoting toward the comms station. “Meg, can you please put the duchess through now?”

“Sure,” she replied.

Dryka's face materialized on the surround. The months had been kind to her, helping her regain some of the bearing and soft beauty of a ruler, rather than the hard, ragged edges of a freedom fighter. I caught the hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "Welcome back to the Spiral, Ben.”

"Good to be back, Duchess,” I replied with a grin. "How are things in the Draconian Duchy?"

"Progressing," she said. "It turns out rebuilding after a galactic war is slightly more complicated than filing the proper paperwork. But we're making headway." She paused, her gaze sharpening. "I trust your... sabbatical was restful?"

I caught the unspoken question in her words. Dryka had never quite understood my desire to return to Earth, where humankind was trapped on a single planet, when I could be galavanting around the stars. "It was relaxing,” I said. "But I’m happy to be back in the Spiral. I missed this place. Anyway, I spoke to Keep. He told me to expect your comm. I just didn’t expect it this soon after I arrived.”

“I think it’s best to get a handle on the situation as quickly as possible, don’t you?”

“That’s why half my crew is still hungover,” I replied. “We came right away.”

“Can you rendezvous with my ship? I'm transmitting coordinates now."

“You aren’t on Caprum?” I asked.

“No. I’ve been visiting the worlds I…inherited from Duke Sedaya. Getting to know the populace, and letting them get to know me. Sedaya wanted his subjects to fear him. I want them to respect me.”

“Good plan,” I agreed. “We’ll be there in…” I glanced at Matt, who held up two fingers. “Two hours.”

"Excellent. I look forward to it. See you soon.” Dryka's image winked out, leaving us staring at the star field once more.

“Bye,” Emerald said sarcastically in response to Dryka’s abrupt disconnect. “Do you think we’ll get to do some super-secret spy stuff? Ooh, or maybe we'll have to infiltrate a fancy ball and steal ancient artifacts!"

I shook my head, amused despite myself. "I think you've been watching too many Earth movies, Em. This is real life, not a James Bond film."

"Spoilsport," she replied. "A girl can dream, can't she?"

As Matt set our course for the rendezvous point, I found myself on my feet, restlessly pacing the bridge. I’d spent the last six months in relaxation mode. Now that it was over, it was really over.

"You look like you're about to jump out of your skin," Matt observed, glancing over his shoulder at me. “You should go burn off some of that excess energy before we meet up with the Duchess.”

I hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah, that's not a bad idea. You good to take the conn for a bit?"

Matt grinned. "Always. Try not to break anything while you're at it, okay?"

I rolled my eyes but couldn't keep the smile off my face. "I'll do my best. Shaq, you coming?"

The jagger gave an excited chirp and nestled himself more securely on my shoulder. "Wouldn't miss it," he buzzed.

As I made my way to the cargo bay, Emerald called after me. "Hey, if you discover any new superpowers, let me know!"

"I'll keep you posted," I promised with a chuckle.

The hangar bay was spacious and relatively empty, perfect for what I had in mind. I took a deep breath, centering myself. Over the past months, I'd gained a level of control over chaos energy that I would have never thought possible, but I was always looking to refine it further.

"Ready for a little target practice?" I asked Shaq.

“Mmmmhmmm,” he replied, his tiny claws digging into the fabric of my jacket in anticipation.

I closed my eyes, reaching out with my senses. The chaos energy was there, ever-present, waiting to be tapped. I drew it in slowly, carefully, feeling it suffuse every cell of my body. With a thought, I used contain and light to create a dozen small, glowing orbs of energy, each about the size of a ping-pong ball. They hovered in the air around me, pulsing gently with an inner light. I pushed them out to different areas of the hangar bay.

"Okay, buddy," I said to Shaq. "You know the drill. Call them out."

Shaq chittered with excitement. "Left high!" he chirped.

I reacted instantly, my hand snapping up to direct a thin beam of energy at the designated orb, using light and contain again, but this time adding enhance to make a pretty sweet laser. The orb exploded in a shower of sparks.

"Right low!"

Another snap of energy, another explosion.

"Behind you!"

I spun, catching that orb with a speed and precision that would have been impossible for me just weeks ago.

We continued like this, Shaq calling out targets rapid-fire while I destroyed them with increasingly intricate maneuvers. Sometimes I used direct beams, other times I reflected the energy around obstacles or split it to take out multiple orbs at once. All the while, I maintained perfect control, never letting a stray orb touch the walls or floor of the hangar.

As we progressed, I increased the difficulty. The orbs began to move, darting around the room in unpredictable patterns. I levitated myself off the ground, using subtle pushes and pulls to maneuver in three dimensions as I targeted the elusive spheres.

"Two o'clock high and nine o'clock low!" Shaq called out, really getting into the spirit of the challenge.

I grinned, focusing intently. Two thin beams of energy shot from my fingertips, curving in opposite directions to strike both targets at the exact same moment. The resulting explosion of sparks looked like miniature fireworks.

"Show off," Shaq teased, but I could hear the admiration in his voice.

"Just warming up," I replied with a wink.

I was about to suggest we up the ante even further when Matt's voice came through my comm. "Hey, Hawkeye, as much as I'm sure you're enjoying your little light show down there, we're coming up on the rendezvous point. Time to wrap it up."

"Copy that," I replied, a little disappointed but understanding the necessity. "On my way back."

With a wave of my hand, I dissipated the remaining energy orbs, letting myself float gently back to the deck. I took a moment to center myself, letting the excess energy bleed away until I felt balanced once more. The workout had left me tired and sweaty, succeeding in helping me burn off my restlessness.

“Impressive," Shaq said, his tiny face alight with excitement. "Your control is much better.”

I smiled. "Thanks, buddy. Couldn't have done it without my favorite spotter."

As we made our way back to the bridge, I felt a sense of renewed confidence. The power was still intimidating at times, but sessions like this reminded me that I was making progress, gaining mastery over my abilities bit by bit.

We entered the flight deck just as Head Case was approaching Dryka's ship. The Draconian flagship wasn’t the ship I remembered. That one was old and battle-scarred, a testament to its use against Duke Sedaya. This one was a thing of beauty—all graceful lines and gleaming metal, with an underlying deadliness that was impossible to ignore.

"Incoming transmission," Meg announced from her station.

"Put it through," I nodded.

Dryka's face appeared once more, one eyebrow raised as she took in my appearance. “Are you feeling well, Ben?”

I cleared my throat, fighting back a slight blush. “What? Oh, I’m fine. Just getting a workout in while we came your way.”

"I see," she replied. “The hangar bay doors are opening, if you’d like to come aboard. We have a lot to discuss.”

I nodded, curiosity piqued. "Of course. Matt, take us in.”

“Copy that,” he replied, already angling Head Case toward the expanding box of light on the side of the ship.

“See you in a few, Duchess,” I said, disconnecting ahead of her this time. Two could play at that game.

As we reached the threshold of the hangar bay, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were about to be pulled into something big. The restlessness that had been building inside me surged anew despite my fatigue, mixing with a potent cocktail of excitement and apprehension.

Keep had said the Niflin situation would be simple. A warm up. For some reason, I had a sense that something bigger was on the horizon.

I’d already had one adventure of a lifetime.

Who said I couldn’t have more?
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As Head Case glided into the hangar of Dryka's flagship, I couldn't help but marvel at the sheer scale and elegance of the Draconian vessel. The hangar itself could easily swallow a dozen Head Cases, and had still had space for neat rows of sleek fighters and shuttles along the bulkheads. A small welcoming committee stood at attention near the center of the bay, their uniforms crisp and polished.

"Now that's how you make an entrance," Emerald whispered, her nose practically pressed against the viewscreen. "Think they'd let me borrow one of those fighters for a joyride?"

"Let's try not to cause an interstellar incident before we even say hello," I replied, though I had to admit the ships did look tempting.

Matt set us down with barely a vibration, the landing struts absorbing what little impact there was. As the engines powered down, I took a deep breath, squaring my shoulders.

"Alright, team," I said, addressing the assembled crew. "Best behavior, okay? We're guests here."

"Aye aye, Captain Obvious," Emerald saluted with a cheeky grin.

I rolled my eyes but couldn't keep the smile from my face. "Matt, Quasar, Emerald, you're with me."

With final nods all around, we made our way to the hangar bay, where I opened the smaller hangar door. As the door opened, we were greeted by the metallic scent of the hangar bay mixed with the crisp, recycled air of the ship, a combination that never failed to spark my sense of adventure.

Dryka stood at the head of the welcoming party, her regal bearing unmistakable even at a distance. As we approached, I noticed a subtle shift in her posture—a slight relaxing of her shoulders, a softening around her eyes. She’d spent the last six months around people who only saw her as a Duchess. A leader.

I knew her for a friend.

“Ben,” she greeted warmly, extending her hand. "Welcome aboard the Celestial Fury.”

I clasped her hand, returning the smile. "Thank you, Duchess. This ship is unreal.”

"That she is," Dryka agreed, a hint of pride in her voice. “A courting gift from Duke Brito. A modified Nobukkian corvette.” Her gaze shifted to my companions.

“General Quaid, it’s always a pleasure to see you.”

“You too, Duchess,” Quasar replied.

“Matthew, Emerald, it's good to see you both as well."

Matt nodded. "Likewise."

Emerald, for her part, managed a passable curtsy. “This is some courting gift. Beats the hell out of flowers any day. Any chance you've got a spa on this flying palace?"

I winced internally, but Dryka laughed. "I'll see what I can do." She gestured to the man standing beside her, a tall, distinguished-looking fellow with salt-and-pepper hair. "This is Admiral Thorne, my chief military advisor."

The Admiral inclined his head. "A pleasure to meet you all. Your exploits are well known throughout the Spiral."

"All good things, I hope," I replied with a wry smile.

"Mostly," Thorne said, a glimmer of amusement in his eyes.

Dryka clapped her hands together once, the sound echoing in the cavernous hangar. “Let’s head somewhere more appropriate. We have a lot to talk about.”

As we followed Dryka and Thorne out of the hangar, I couldn't help but notice the looks we were getting from the crew members we passed. Some were openly curious, others seemed almost starstruck. It was a strange feeling, being regarded as some kind of celebrity.

"I think that ensign was about to faint when she saw you," Matt muttered under his breath. “You’re a rockstar.”

I elbowed him gently. "Knock it off. It's probably just because we're with the Duchess."

"Keep telling yourself that, boo,” Emerald chimed in from my other side.

Before I could formulate a retort, we arrived at a high-tech briefing room. A large, holographic display dominated the center of the space, currently showing a detailed map of the Spiral. Comfortable-looking chairs surrounded the table, and one wall was entirely taken up by a viewscreen currently displaying the stars beyond the hull.

"Please, make yourselves comfortable," Dryka said, gesturing to the seats.

“Thank you. How’s Justus these days?” I asked as we settled in.

“Oh, you know Justus. Still doing all he can for the Draconians. Still hoping he can win my heart.”

“It sounds like Duke Brito already secured it,” Quasar said.

“He’s trying,” Dryka replied. “He’s a good man, and⁠—”

“Good looking,” Emerald interjected.

“And good looking,” Dryka admitted. “But I have so much to do here, I’m not ready to commit to anything.”

“But you are ready enough to accept a starship as a gift,” Matt said.

Dryka shrugged. “I mean, look at her.”

The whole conversation brought a smile to my face. It was like old times, only without the crazy Duke and killer blob of protoplasmic organisms trying to take over the galaxy.

“Maybe we should get down to business,” Admiral Thorne suggested, ruining my reverie before it could really get going.

“Right,” Dryka agreed. “The Niflin. I have a few on my payroll. Not necessarily loyal to me, but willing to accept bribes for information. They’ve provided coordinates to where the Niflin are allegedly building a new space station, which they plan to use to build terror-focused weapons. Kamikaze drones, suicide robots, and other nasty surprises.”

“That still sounds like something the Royal Guard can handle to me,” I said.

“According to my sources, they’re planning to infuse their devices with sigiltech,” Dryka added.

“Okay, maybe it is in my wheelhouse,” I reversed.

“Admiral, can you bring up all of the intel we gathered on the display? Admiral?”

He wasn’t paying attention to Dryka. Instead, his hand cupped his ear, as though he was listening through an earpiece I hadn’t noticed. Finally, Thorne's expression shifted from concern to puzzlement.

“My apologies, Your Grace,” he said. “It appears we're receiving a distress call from the Outer Rim."

Dryka's eyebrows shot up. "The Outer Rim? That's well beyond our jurisdiction.”

"Indeed," Thorne agreed. “The call is going out across multiple channels. All frequencies.”

My curiosity was instantly piqued. "Can you put it through? Let us hear it?"

Thorne glanced at Dryka, who nodded her assent. With a few quick taps on the holographic controls, a crackling, distorted voice filled the room.

"...any ships in range... unknown vessel... massive... attacking the planet... need immediate assistance..."

The message cut out abruptly, leaving us in stunned silence.

"Well," Emerald said after a beat, "that wasn't ominous at all."

Matt leaned forward, his expression intense. "Could you make out the coordinates?"

Thorne nodded, manipulating the holographic display. A red marker appeared near the very edge of the star map he displayed, blinking insistently. "It's coming from here. A small, independent mining colony called Hallon."

I studied the map, my mind racing. "That's way out there. Why would anyone set up shop so far from civilization?"

"Desperation, mostly," Dryka explained. "The Outer Rim is largely unexplored, but rumors of rich mineral deposits have drawn the bravest—or most foolish—to try their luck."

“Sigiltech channeling minerals?” I asked.

“Any kind that might have value to someone.”

"And now something's got them spooked.”

“They said attacking the planet,” Matt pointed out. “It sounds like it’s worse than spooked. What if Sucaath decided to reemerge out there?”

A familiar tension began to build in my chest—a mixture of excitement and apprehension. I glanced at Matt and Emerald, seeing the same feelings reflected in their eyes.

I turned back to Dryka. “I know this isn’t what we came here to discuss, and I doubt the Niflin have anything to do with this distress call. But on the slim chance that Matt is right…”

“You want to go check it out,” Dryka finished.

“Need to go check it out,” I corrected.

“You’re right, not exactly the help I was looking for, but where others might see interruption, I prefer to see opportunity.”

“What do you mean?” Matt asked.

Dryka leaned back in her chair. “This is exactly the type of problem that Avelus was hoping you would be able to help him solve. The Niflin were a minor issue intended to get your feet wet again. It looks like we can skip directly to the next level.”

Emerald was practically bouncing in her seat. “Does that mean we get to go check out this distress call? See what's got the miners all worked up?"

Now that the opportunity was right in front of me, I wasn’t so sure. After six months of downtime, were we ready to jump back into the fray?

But even as I considered it, I knew the answer. The restlessness that had been building inside me these past months, the desire to make a difference—this was exactly what I'd been waiting for.

“Yes, Em,” I said, a slow smile spreading across my face. “We’re going to check on the miners. But I do have a request.”

Dryka raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

I grinned. “I’d like to borrow one of those sweet fighters in your hangar. You know, just in case."

Dryka laughed, the sound rich and genuine. "I think we can arrange that. Though I shudder to think what you might do with it."

"Hey," Emerald protested. "We'll return it in mint condition. Probably."

“If history is any guide, probably not,” Quasar countered.

As the others chuckled, I felt a surge of energy coursing through me. This was it—the start of something new. A chance to use our skills, to explore the unknown, to make a real difference in the Spiral.

"Alright, team," I said, standing up. "Let's get back to Head Case and brief the others. We've got a distress call to answer."
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As we made our way back to our ship, I was already going over all the needed preparations. We'd need to stock up on supplies, run diagnostics on all systems, maybe even⁠—

My train of thought was interrupted by a gentle nudge from Matt. "Earth to Ben," he said with a grin. "Or should I say, Spiral to Ben? You've got that look in your eye."

I blinked, coming back to the present. "What look?"

"The 'I'm about to do something crazy and drag us all along for the ride' look," Emerald chimed in. "It's been a while since we've seen it."

I couldn't help but laugh. "Is it that obvious?"

"Only to those of us who know you," Matt replied. "But for what it's worth, I think we're all feeling it. It's good to be back in action."

As we reached Head Case, I paused for a moment, taking in the familiar sight of our beloved ship. She'd carried us through thick and thin, and I had a feeling she was about to face some of her greatest challenges yet.

"Alright," I said, turning to my friends. "Let's go save some miners."

We entered the hangar bay, making our way to the elevator and from there, Deck Three. From there, I called Meg, Leo, and Ixy down for an all-hands in the lounge and explained the situation.

“We’re a team,” I said. “So we need to do this as a team. Are any of you against going to check out the source of the distress call?”

Ixy shook her head, no.

“It’s not that I’m against it,” Leo said. “I just thought we were planning to focus on hop racing.”

“And Star Tours,” Meg added. “I thought we were out of the embarking on some foolhardy mission to the far reaches of known space to save the galaxy business?”

“We were out,” Matt said. “But…we’re Team Hondo. The most badass collection of mediocrity in the galaxy. Saving it is our calling.”

“I guess I can’t really argue that,” Meg said.

“Then it’s decided,” I replied. “We’re on the job.”

“Woohoo!” Emerald whooped before calming. “Just make sure we’re back in time for me to pick up my son from school, okay?”

“We’ll do our best,” I replied. “Can someone dig in the sofa and fine the remote to the tv? I want to see what we’re dealing with.”

Meg, Leo, and Matt all shoved their hands between the cushions.

“Got it!” Leo said, lifting out the remote. He used it to turn the television on.

“Levi, pull up everything we have on Hallon,” I said.

"On it," the ship’s AI replied. A moment later, the planet appeared on the tube, rocky and very, very brown.

“Ick,” Emerald said.

"Hallon," Levi began, her voice slipping into lecture mode. "Established as a mining colony approximately five years ago. Population estimated at around 5,000, mostly miners and their families. The planet is rich in rare earth elements and several exotic minerals not found anywhere else in the Spiral."

“Again, any sigiltech compatible minerals?” Matt asked.

“Unknown.”

“If someone attacked the planet, I would still say yes,” Quasar said.

"Any idea why it hasn't been more heavily developed?" Matt questioned next.

Zar replied ahead of Levi. "The Outer Rim is notoriously difficult to navigate. It’s also really far away.”

“As the name Outer Rim would imply,” Emerald interjected.

“Most companies consider it either too risky or not profitable enough for large-scale operations."

"But not too risky for desperate miners," I added, a hint of admiration in my voice. "These people must be pretty tough to carve out a life there."

"Or pretty crazy," Meg said.

"Definitely our kind of folks,” Emerald agreed.

"Alright, so we've got a remote mining colony sending out a distress call about some kind of massive, unknown vessel that’s attacking the planet. Any theories as to who? We already came up with Sucaath while we were with the duchess.”

“A disgruntled Gilded who escaped the final battle?” Leo suggested.

“Alealssss?” Ixy asked.

“Ooh, maybe it’s Blorb!” Emerald volunteered.

“Blorb is trapped in the Void,” I replied. “If it’s alive at all. I don’t think even an Aleal can survive there for long.”

“Aliens,” Shaq said. “From beyond the Spiral.”

“Possible,” I agreed. “The Outer Rim is at the edge of known space. But we know space goes beyond that, we just haven’t explored it yet.”

“Exactly,” Emerald chimed in. “As Outer Rim implies.”

“We really can’t know anything about it until we go check it out,” Quasar said. “The only thing we have to go on is a location and a garbled distress call.”

“My favorite kind of distress call.”

“Which means we need to be prepared for anything,” I said. “Levi, how long will it take us to reach Hallon?"

“Approximately thirty-four days,” Levi replied.

“Which means it took equally that long for the distress call to reach us. Whatever was attacking them, I’m sure it’s finished by now. Everyone on Hallon is probably dead.”

“You may be right,” Quasar agreed. “But whatever attacked them might still be there. Or it could have moved on to another target.”

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t go check it out, just that it’s a long way. You might want to stay behind, Em. I don’t know if we can get you back in time to pick up your kid.”

“Can’t you just teleport us back here?” She asked. “I know you’re can’t get to Hallon that way because you’ve never seen the place, but thirty-four days there and two minutes back is only thirty-four days and two minutes. I don’t have to pick up Jayce for fifty-one days.”

“I’m just checking,” I said. “We'll also need to stock up on raw materials for Asshole.”

“I’m sure Duchess Dryka can supply what we need,” Quasar said.

"What about that starfighter she promised us?" Emerald asked, a hopeful note in her voice.

I grinned. "Don't worry, we didn't forget. Matt, why don't you go pick out something nice from the Duchess's collection? Something fast and with a lot of firepower."

Matt's eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. "Now you're speaking my language. I'll be right back!"

As he practically sprinted out of the lounge, I turned to Zar. "Start plotting us a course to Hallon. Use whatever data Dryka's people can give us on the region, but be prepared for the unexpected."

"When am I not?" she replied with a smirk.

“Meg, Leo, this may be our last chance to do any kind of tune-up on Head Case for a while.”

“We’re on it, Ben,” Meg replied, standing with her twin.

“Good. We leave in four hours. Team Hondo, diiisssmissed!”
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As Head Case hovered in the hangar bay of the Celestial Fury, I couldn't help but feel a mix of excitement and trepidation. The vastness of space stretched out before us, filled with endless possibilities and unknown dangers. I took a deep breath, centering myself before opening a comm channel to the bridge.

"Duchess Dryka, this is Head Case. We're prepped and ready for departure,” I said from the command seat. The rest of the crew surrounded me at various positions. Shaq, lounging on the armrest beside me. Matt in the pilot seat, of course. Quasar in the co-pilot seat, though it was more so she had easier access to control the guns if needed. Meg occupied the comms station, while Leo, Emerald, and even Ixy, due to the special occasion, took up places in the stadium seating at the rear of the flight deck.

Looking around the compartment, we were a misfit crew that should never have all wound up here together like this, me least of all.

But I was super glad we had.

Dryka's face appeared on the viewscreen, her expression a blend of concern and admiration. "Understood, Ben. I must admit, I'm both impressed and a little worried by your willingness to look into this situation."

I offered a wry smile. "Someone's got to do it, right? Besides, this can’t be as dangerous as dealing with Blorb or Sucaath, can it?”

“I certainly hope not, or we’re all in big trouble,” she answered. “Again…Already…” She trailed off, bothered by the idea of having to fight for the fate of the entire Spiral again so soon. “Just be careful out there,” she continued on recovery. “The Outer Rim is unpredictable at the best of times. And if there really is some unknown force attacking colonies..."

"We'll be fine,” I assured her.

“You're clear for launch. May the stars watch over you all."

"Thank you, Duchess. We'll be in touch."

As the comm channel closed, I turned to Matt in the pilot's seat. "Alright, hotshot. Let's see what this old corrugated robot head can do."

Matt's grin was huge as he gripped the controls. "With pleasure, boss."

With a gentle push of the throttle, Head Case glided out of Celestial Fury's hangar and the vast expanse of space enveloped us.

“Set a course for Hallon,” I said.

“Aye aye, Captain,” Matt replied. A loud, angry tone sounded through the flight deck’s speakers. “Huh, that’s weird. I can’t get a course.”

“Try again.”

The awful negative whomp sound triggered again.

“No go, Ben,” Matt said.

“Meg, Leo, didn’t you double-check the hyperdrive?”

“Triple,” Leo replied. “It should be running smooth as a waxed carrot.”

“A waxed carrot?” Meg said. “That’s idiotic.”

“Why? Waxed carrots are smooth. It works.”

“No it doesn’t.”

“Yes—”

“Why can’t we get a course set?” I interrupted before the argument could go any further.

“The Outer Rim,” Emerald said. “Signal interference and lots of obstacles make it difficult to navigate.”

I raised an eyebrow, surprised Em had said something calmly and completely logically.

“And gremlins,” she added, just to ruin it.

“Change up the course for somewhere in space near the Outer Rim. We can probably get a course completed once we’re closer.”

“Changing course,” Matt said. I waited for the violent whomp, pleased when Matt spoke up again instead. “Course set.”

“Engage.”

The familiar sensation of spacetime compression and expansion washed over us as Head Case leaped into hyperspace.

"And we're off," Emerald sad, a note of excitement in her voice. "Thirty-four days of quality time with my favorite people in the universe." She paused. “Well, not counting Jayce, of course. And Gia. I like her better than most of you. Except my Boo.”

“Gia isn’t even real,” Matt said.

“Well, what does that tell you?”

“I thought reuniting with your son was supposed to mellow you out and make you less unstable?”

“Do you have any idea how hard it is to act normal around the other parents? Being here with Team Hondo is my chance to get it all out.”

“Aren’t we lucky,” Quasar deadpanned.

"So, what's first on the agenda? Pillow fights? Truth or dare? Ooh, I know – let's play 'Who can annoy Quasar the most'!"

"It’s already you, Em,” Quasar replied in a resigned tone.

“Yeah, you’re right. That game’s too easy, I guess.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. "How about we start with something a little more productive? We've been out of the game for six months. I think it's time we got back into fighting shape."

Matt's eyes lit up. "You thinking what I'm thinking?"

"If you're thinking about turning the hangar bay into a temporary makeshift training arena, then yes," I replied with a grin.

"Now you're talking!" Emerald exclaimed, practically bouncing in her seat. "Can we use the new rifles Dryka gave us?"

I considered for a moment. “I’d rather not risk accidentally blowing a hole in the hull before we even reach Hallon."

"Spoilsport," Emerald muttered, but the excitement hadn't left her eyes.

Over the next few days, we fell into a routine. Mornings were spent in the hangar bay, which we had enjoyed converting into a more robust training area than the smaller gym on Deck Two. Matt had rigged up an impressive obstacle courses using cargo containers and spare parts, while Quasar put her military training to good use, helping everyone hone their individual skills.

Despite the six month layoff she had spent focusing on being a mom, Emerald remained a natural acrobat, her quick reflexes making her ideal for stealth and reconnaissance. Zar worked on improving her balance and agility, setting up tightropes and narrow beams for her to navigate while dodging balled up socks and other harmless projectiles.

Matt and Quasar spent the bulk of their time lifting weights and sparring, and while Zar pretty much always won, I could see Matt improving under her tutelage. I stepped into what we’d designated as the ring—a small area directly in front of the sleek and sexy starfighter we’d borrowed from Dryka—with both of them a few times, and while I got my ass handed to me on every occasion, I enjoyed the camaraderie and the mutual desire to improve.

And I found other areas where I could improve. I focused on refining my control over chaos energy. The power available to me was immense, and I knew that precision would be key in any potential confrontation. I set up small targets throughout the cargo bay, practicing manipulating multiple strands of energy simultaneously.

One morning, about a week into our journey, I was in the middle of a particularly intense session. Sweat beaded on my forehead as I wove intricate patterns of light and force, switching targets rapid-fire to guide glowing orbs of energy through a maze I’d made with the cargo containers.

"Impressive," Quasar's voice broke my concentration, causing the orbs to fizzle out. I glanced up to see her at the top of the steps, arms crossed but a hint of admiration in her eyes.

"Thanks," I replied.

She nodded, skipping down the steps towards me. “You’re getting better at drawing in chaos energy and controlling it every day. But have you considered the strategic applications?"

I raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"

"Well," she said, gesturing to the makeshift arena around us, "you've been focusing on direct attacks and defenses. Don’t take this the wrong way, but doesn’t that feel a bit limiting? Have you thought about using your abilities to create diversions? False targets? Maybe even temporarily altering the local laws of physics?"

I froze, considering her words. "I... hadn't really thought about it.”

“That’s okay, you have me to think about it.”

A smile crept across my face. “Yeah, I guess I do. I’m glad Keep let you come out and play with us.”

She laughed. “Me too.” Her voice lowered. “Between you and me, I wish Emerald had stayed home.”

“You know she’s harmless, and being with us makes her so happy. Anyway, since you mentioned strategy, do you want to help me test out some of your ideas?"

Her smile turned predatory. "I thought you'd never ask."

The rest of the morning was spent in an elaborate game of cat and mouse throughout the cargo bay. I used my abilities to create illusions, alter gravity in small pockets of space, and even briefly slow down time in localized areas. Quasar, for her part, adapted quickly, using her tactical mind to predict my moves and find creative ways to counter them.

By the time we called it quits, we were both exhausted but exhilarated. As we made our way to the kitchen for some much-needed refreshment, I couldn't help but feel a sense of pride in how far we'd all come.

"You know," I said as we entered the kitchen, "I think we might actually be ready for whatever we find on Hallon."

Quasar nodded, a thoughtful expression on her face. "We're certainly in better shape than we were a week ago. But Ben, remember—it's not just about physical preparedness. We need to be ready in here and here, too.” She put her hand to her head and her heart.

I sobered at her words, knowing she was right. "Yeah, I know. I appreciate you always being a voice of reason.” I motioned to Asshole. “What’ll you have?”

“Just plain old, boring water,” she replied.

I grabbed two glasses from the cabinet and put them in the assembler’s cubby.

“Asshole, two waters,” I said.

“What, you such a big hero now that you don’t say please anymore?” the assembler replied.

“I don’t remember programming that response,” I said.

“Maybe Leo’s been messing around with the code again,” Zar offered.

“I got your waters right here, Bennie,” Asshole said.

“Thank you,” I replied, opening the cubby to retrieve the drinks.

“I hope you choke on it,” Asshole commented as I started to drink. The comment made me laugh so hard I did start choking on it, spraying some out of my nose.

Quasar practically doubled over in laughter. “Leo wrote that perfectly.”

“That’s a matter of perspective,” I replied, still coughing.

Before I could try drinking the water again, Meg's voice crackled over the intercom. "Ben, can you come up to the workshop. Leo and I have something we think you'll want to see."

Curiosity piqued, I shared a glance with Quasar before taking the elevator up to Deck Six. As we entered, I was greeted by the sight of the twins hunched over the workbench in the corner, surrounded by a chaos of wires, circuit boards, and what looked like parts cannibalized from several different devices.

"What's all this?" I asked, eyeing a particularly ominous-looking contraption that seemed to be gently pulsing with an inner light.

Meg looked up, her eyes shining with the manic glee of scientific breakthrough. "Ben! You're just in time. We think we've cracked it!"

"Cracked what, exactly?" I asked.

Leo straightened up, holding what looked like a cross between a rifle and a TV remote. "We call it the Blorb Blaster," he announced proudly.

I blinked, looking between the twins and the device. "The... Blorb Blaster?"

"Catchy, isn't it?" Meg grinned. "We've been working on a way to disrupt the cohesion of Aleal entities. You know, in case we run into any more of Blorb's buddies out there."

"Or Blorb itself," Leo added. “Since we can’t be entirely sure it was completely destroyed in the Void."

I felt a chill run down my spine at the thought. "And you think this... Blorb Blaster... can actually affect an Aleal?"

"In theory, yes," Meg nodded enthusiastically. "It emits a focused vibration that should cause an Aleal colony to lose its cohesion. If it’s trying to disguise itself as someone or something else, it’ll break down.”

“It’ll get all melty, like wax,” Leo added.

“There you go with the wax again,” Meg said. “What is it with you and wax?”

“It’s just a coincidence,” Leo replied.

“Can we focus?” I asked to keep them on track.

“Hit it long enough,” Leo continued, “and the colony will separate completely. At least, that’s the result we get in the simulations we’ve run. The results are promising, but..."

"But we can't actually test it without a real Aleal," Meg finished, a note of frustration in her voice.

I ran a hand through my hair, considering the implications. "Well, let's hope we don't get a chance to test it anytime soon. Still, it's good to have options. Nice work, you two."

The twins beamed at the praise, clearly proud of their creation.

“We’ll keep working on it,” Leo promised. “But you’re right. I hope we never have to use it.”

“Carry on, then,” I said, leaving them to it. Quasar and I returned to Deck Three, splitting up back at the galley as I headed to my quarters instead.

On entering, I found myself both in my small room and standing in the the throne room of the Royal Palace on Atlas. The palace took on a ghostly form around me, centered on the collator resting in my nightstand drawer. Keep stood nearby, unable to see me and complete the connection until I picked up the device.

I opened the drawer, feeling it warm to my touch as I activated it.

Keep grinned immediately. "Hey, kid! How's life?”

I couldn't help but smile back. "Keep! Good to see you. How was the honeymoon?"

"Absolutely badabing badaboom, if you know what I mean," he replied. I didn’t, really, but there was no way I was going to ask. "Your mother sends her love, by the way. She's settling into life on Atlas surprisingly well."

"Glad to hear it," I replied, genuinely happy for them both. "And how are things at the seat of the Empire? Where’s Hiro?”

“He’s taking a walk in the garden with your mother. You know how much that kid likes you, and she’s your parent, so he just adores her.”

“No signs of turning evil?”

“Not so far, kid. Let’s hope it lasts. As for things in the Empire…” Keep's expression sobered slightly. “It’s business as usual. Put out one dumpster fire, another one takes its place. That’s politics for you. But forget about me, being Regent is boring compared to the life of the Manticore Spiral’s Prime Archon. Duchess Dryka tells me you’re on your way to answer some distress call? Not the warmup I had in mind, but whatever.”

I briefly filled him in on the distress call and our current mission. As I spoke, I noticed a growing concern in Keep's eyes.

"The Outer Rim, huh?" he mused when I finished. "You know, if any of Sedaya…or is it Blorb’s…old goons went to ground after the war, that's where they'd likely end up. It's a lawless frontier out there, kid. Perfect for those looking to escape notice…and justice.”

I nodded, having considered the possibility myself. "We'll be careful, Keep. But we can't just ignore a call for help."

Keep sighed, a mixture of pride and worry on his face. "I know, kid. It's one of the things I admire most about you. Just watch your back out there, okay? And if things get too hairy, I’m here to back you up. Capiche?”

“Capiche,” I agreed. "Thanks, Keep. Tell Mom I love her for me.”

“Will do, kid. Keep in touch, let me know how things go. Adios.”

Keep released contact with his collator and the palace faded away. His warning echoed in my mind, mixing with my own doubts and fears. What would we find on Hallon? Were we walking into a trap, or rushing headlong into an even greater threat?

Whatever challenges lay ahead, we would meet them head-on.

After all, that's what Team Hondo did best.
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The familiar hum of Head Case's reactors had become a constant companion over the past thirty-four days, a background noise that had wormed its way into everyone’s subconscious. As we approached the end of our long journey, that hum took on a new intensity, as if the ship itself was eager to break free from the confines of hyperspace.

"Thank the stars," Emerald groaned, stretching dramatically in her seat. "If I had to spend one more hour cooped up in here, I might have started gnawing on the bulkheads."

"I'm pretty sure the bulkheads would win that fight," Matt quipped from the pilot's station.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Shaq buzzed, though only I understood all of what he said.

“What did he say?” Emerald asked.

“He said he put his money on you.”

“Thanks, Shaq-a-laka.”

“Mmmhmmm,” Shaq replied.

I couldn't help but share in their restlessness. The past month had been productive–we'd refreshed our skills, strategized, and even developed new tech thanks to the twins' ingenuity. But there was an undeniable itch beneath my skin to get this plot moving forward.

"Exiting hyperspace in three... two... one..." Matt counted down.

The darkness of hyperspace fell away, replaced by a vista of unfamiliar stars. The Outer Rim stretched out before us, a frontier that few had explored.

"Well," Emerald said, peering at the main viewscreen, "it looks... spacey."

“What, were you expecting a road sign?” Matt asked.

“That would be helpful. The Outer Rim looks just like everywhere else in space.”

“Technically, we haven’t entered the Outer Rim yet,” I said. “Maybe it’ll have more variety once we get inside.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Leo said.

"Levi," I called out, "can you get a fix on our position?"

"Affirmative," the AI responded. "I am detecting a navigation satellite in range. Accessing star charts now."

We waited in silence as Levi processed the data. The stars out here were arranged in unfamiliar patterns, constellations that had never been named by the peoples of the Inner Spiral.

“I’ve updated our star charts of the area with the latest navigational data,” Levi announced after what felt like an eternity.

“Matt, can we plot a course now?” I asked.

“Let’s see,” he replied. I winced, waiting for the rejection sound that didn’t come. “Course plotted. ETA, eight hours, six minutes.”

"Eight hours?" Emerald whined. "I thought we were almost there!"

“Better start chewing,” Quasar quipped. “Shaq, you want to make that bet? I’ve got a hundred on the bulkhead.”

Shaq chittered in laughter.

"Matt," I said, "let's get underway. The sooner we⁠—"

My words died in my throat as a ripple of energy washed across our bow. Space itself seemed to twist and fold, and suddenly, we weren't alone.

A ship materialized less than five kilometers from our position, practically an inch in space considering relative velocities. It was, to be honest, the most gorgeous starship I’d ever seen. Sleek, almost predatory in its design, its lines seemed to defy conventional engineering. But what truly caught my eye were the intricate patterns etched into its hull, glowing with a familiar energy.

"Are those... sigils?" Matt breathed, his voice a mixture of awe and apprehension.

“It sure looks like it,” Quasar muttered. “I know the secret is out, but how did they get sigils on a ship already? Where did they find enough metal?”

“It’s from a sigilship,” I said. “Someone must have salvaged one and repurposed its hull.” I looked more closely at the craft’s lines and lack of seams or rivets. “They must have used sigiltech to mold the metal into those curves. Whoever that ship belongs to, they’re dangerous.”

So dangerous that I pulled chaos energy into me, letting it thrum through my veins as I prepared for any aggressive move. I should have gone up to the sigibellum before we came out of hyperspace, but how could I have expected this?

The strange ship hung there, silent and motionless, like a predator assessing its prey.

"Maybe they're friendly?" Emerald offered weakly.

“There’s nothing friendly about a sigilship,” Quasar said, her hand inching towards the weapons controls.

"Hold fire," I ordered, my eyes never leaving the mysterious vessel. "Let's not provoke them if we don't have to. I don’t need them to be friendly, just ambivalent.”

Seconds stretched into minutes, the tension on the bridge palpable. Just as I was about to attempt communication, a spacetime expansion field spread out around them, the edge coming within a hair’s breadth of our hull, nearly slicing off Head Case’s left ear.

Spacetime compressed around them, and the ship vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

"What was that?" Emerald asked, her usual bravado subdued.

"I don't know," I admitted. “Keep warned me about Blorb’s cronies finding a home out here.”

“If that was one of them, they would have recognized us,” Matt said.

“Maybe they did,” I replied. “Maybe they went to tell someone else they spotted us out here.”

"Should we abort?" Quasar asked, ever the voice of reason. "Report back to Keep about what we've seen?"

I considered it for a moment. The mysterious ship was a wild card, a potential threat we hadn't anticipated. But the distress call from Hallon still echoed in my mind. People needed our help.

"No," I decided. "We press on. But we stay alert. Matt, get us back into hyperspace. Let's hope our new friends don't make a return appearance."

The next eight hours passed slowly, our weariness with the journey unshaken by the excitement of the sigilship. While Emerald refrained from trying to eat the bulkheads, she did fall asleep, her loud snoring both amusing and annoying everyone on the flight deck.

As we neared Hallon, I gathered the crew for a final briefing.

"Alright, team," I began, looking each of them in the eye. "We don't know exactly what we're flying into. The distress call mentioned an attack, but that was over a month ago. It’s possible the ship that attacked the outpost is still in the area. We have to be prepared for anything."

“I’m sure I speak for everyone when I say that we’re totally ready,” Emerald said.

“Exiting hyperspace in thirty seconds," Matt announced.

“I’m not making the same mistake twice,” I said. “I’ll rejoin the party upstairs.”

I exited the flight deck and hurried up to Deck Five, removing my magboots before taking my place on the sigil-etched floor of the sigibellum. Immediately, the familiar tingle of chaos energy tingled my toes.

“I’m in position,” I announced to the others over the comms.

The darkness of hyperspace fell away. Hallon hung before us, a mottled brown and gray orb that seemed to radiate an aura of desolation even from orbit.

"Levi, give us a surface scan," I commanded, my eyes never leaving the viewscreen.

"Scanning," the AI replied. "Detecting high levels of atmospheric pollution and industrial waste. Unable to penetrate the dense cloud cover for detailed surface analysis."

"Looks like we'll have to get a closer look," Quasar murmured. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

"Let's not jump to conclusions," I said, even as a knot formed in my stomach. "We don't know what we'll find down there. Meg, try to hail them, all frequencies.”

"No response," Meg announced from her station after a short delay. "Either their communication systems are down, or..."

She didn't need to finish the thought. We all knew the grim possibilities.

"Matt, take us in," I ordered. "Everyone else, strap in. We're going to have to do this the old-fashioned way."

As Head Case began its descent through Hallon's atmosphere, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were flying into the mouth of some great beast. The planet's gravity seemed to pull at us with an almost hungry intensity, and the moment we breached the cloud layer, I understood why we couldn't get clear readings from orbit.

Lightning arced across the sky in impossible patterns, forking and twisting in ways that defied natural law. The ship bucked and shuddered as gale-force winds buffeted us from all sides.

"This isn't right," Meg said. “A planet with Hallon’s properties shouldn’t have electrical activity like this.”

"It's like the atmosphere is alive," Leo added.

“I think I’m going to puke,” Emerald cried.

"I see the outpost," Matt called out. "Bringing us in for a closer look."

As we broke through the last layer of clouds, the full extent of Hallon's desolation became clear. Vast strip mines scarred the landscape, creating canyons of exposed rock that stretched to the horizon. Massive mining machines lay scattered across the area, twisted and ruined, destroyed by something bigger and more powerful than I could imagine. And there, nestled in the heart of the wasteland, was the mining outpost.

Or rather, what was left of it.

“My stars,” Quasar breathed as we drew closer.

The structures that made up the outpost were twisted and partially melted. Some buildings had been reduced to little more than puddles of slag, while others stood at impossible angles, defying gravity itself.

"What could have done this?" Emerald asked, her usual gregariousness subdued in the face of such destruction.

“Something terrible,” Shaq replied, buzzing voice quivering.

Movement from the outpost caught my eye. Squinting through the haze of dust and electrical discharges, I saw a figure emerge from one of the less damaged structures. Then another. And another.

"There!" I shouted, pointing at the viewscreen. "Matt, zoom in on that section!"

The image magnified, revealing a small group of people waving frantically at our ship. Their clothes were tattered, their faces smudged with grime, but they were unmistakably alive.

"Some of them made it," Quasar said, a note of relief in her voice.

"Matt, set us down," I ordered, my heart racing. "Looks like maybe we arrived in time to help after all."
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As Head Case settled onto the barren, scarred surface of Hallon, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were stepping into something far bigger and stinkier than we'd anticipated. The planet's desolate landscape stretched out before us, a testament to the destructive force that had ravaged this once-thriving mining colony.

"Alright, team," I said to the others. “Pit stop at the armory for those of us that need it. We’ll meet in the hangar in ten. Leo, you have the conn. Meg, keep an ear on the comms, just in case.”

“Aye aye, Captain” they both replied.

We left the flight deck as a group, Shaq hopping onto my shoulder as we headed to the elevator. Matt, Quasar, and Emerald got off on Deck Two to grab some guns while Shaq and I went straight down to the hangar bay to wait for them. We’d disassembled the makeshift obstacle course prior to our arrival, leaving the place in its original state. The emptiness surrounding the starfighter Dryka had loaned us only made it look more menacing.

“I hope I get a chance to fly that bird,” I said.

“Mmmmhmmm,” Shaq replied. “Should be fun.”

I gave the others ten minutes, but they joined Shaq and I in the hangar within five. I opened the smaller bay door, turning to face the others as we prepared to disembark. "We don't know exactly what we're walking into here. Stay alert, and let's try to get some answers."

"Right behind you, Boo,” Emerald said, practically vibrating with her eagerness to get off the ship.

We were hit by a wave of acrid air the moment we reached the top of the boarding ramp. The atmosphere of Hallon tasted of ash and smelled like sulfur, a reminder of the catastrophe that had befallen this world.

We headed directly for the group of miners who had emerged from the ruins of their outpost. As we drew closer, an older man with a salt-and-pepper beard stepped forward, clearly the de facto leader of the survivors. His eyes were wary as he regarded us, a mixture of hope and suspicion in his gaze.

"Who are you?" he asked, his voice hoarse. "Why are you here?"

I stepped forward, hands spread in a gesture of peace. “My name is Benjamin Murdock. We're here because we received your distress call." I motioned to my crew. "This is my team. We've here to help."

The man's eyes widened slightly at my name, a flicker of recognition passing across his face. "Murdock? The one who saved Prince Hiro? The Prime Archon?”

I nodded, a bit uncomfortable with the notoriety. "That's right. And you are?"

"Mackle Carver," he replied, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. "I... we didn't think anyone would come. Not out here. Especially not the Prime Archon of the Empire. You probably already know, you aren’t too well-liked around this sector.”

“Why not?”

“You have to ask? Hegemony hasn’t been kind to everyone. Those souls come out here to get away from the Empire’s reach. So when the Empire stretches out a finger…”

“I get it,” I said. “You sent a distress call out on all channels, that’s the only reason we came this far.”

“And let me tell you, it’s really far,” Emerald said. “Only someone on the Empire’s shit list would want to make a trip like this.”

“Are you implying that we’re not honest people, trying to make an honest living?” Mackle snapped.

“Never mind Emerald,” I said. “She just got a little claustrophobic from the long ride.”

"What happened here, Mackle?" Quasar asked, her tone gentle but firm.

Mackle’s expression darkened, and he gestured for us to follow him. As we walked, he began to speak, his words painting a terrifying picture.

"It came out of nowhere," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "A ship unlike anything I've ever seen. Massive isn’t a big enough word to describe it. The thing took over the whole sky, left a shadow across the outpost. Had to be fifty, sixty kilometers long and twenty wide.”

“That’s impossible,” Quasar said.

“I would have thought that too if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. Somehow, it bypassed our sensor satellites and just appeared in orbit one day.

We reached what looked like it had once been the colony's main square. Now it was little more than a crater, the ground warped and twisted by some incredible heat.

"They didn't even try to communicate," Mackle continued. "Just started firing. But it wasn't normal weapons. It was... energy. Pure energy that cut through the earth like it was nothing."

I stepped forward, realizing as I looked into the crater that it wasn’t a crater at all. It was a hole, sixteen feet in diameter and deep enough that it swallowed the light.

“You said an energy beam did this?” I asked.

“That’s right,” Mackle replied.

Matt whistled low. “What was it, some kind of attack?”

Mackle shook his head. "No. This wasn't about attacking us. Whoever was on that ship didn’t acknowledge us at all. We might as well have not even been there, for all they cared. I honestly don’t know what they were doing. But the heat from the beams, and from the bottom of their ship melted the outpost. We only survived by hiding in the deepest parts of the mines, and even down there it got torturously hot.”

I exchanged a glance with Quasar, seeing my own concern mirrored in her eyes. "How long were they here?"

"Nearly thirty days," Mackle replied, his voice hollow. "They only left a few days ago. We've been trying to salvage what we could since then, but..." He gestured helplessly at the devastation around us.

"Do you have any idea who they were?" I pressed. "Where they came from?"

Mackle shook his head. "No to both. They didn't match any ship design I've ever seen. And believe me, out here, you learn to recognize trouble when you see it."

Emerald, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, finally spoke up. "What did they want? I mean, why go to all this trouble?"

"Your guess is as good as mine," Mackle said with a shrug. "All I know is they ruined everything we built here. Years of work, gone in a month."

I couldn't help but feel sorry for the miners. "Mackle," I said, "I have to ask. Why are we the first to respond to your call for help? Surely there must be other colonies, other ships in the area?"

The miner let out a bitter laugh. "You really don't know much about the Outer Rim, do you? Out here, it's every being for themselves. No one's going to risk their neck for a bunch of miners on some backwater rock."

The harsh reality of life out here hit me like a physical blow. The Manticore Spiral wasn’t the epitome of civilized by any means, but compared to out here, it was high society.

Quasar, ever practical, stepped forward. "How can we help now? What do you need?"

Mackle’s eyes lit up with a glimmer of hope. "You mean it? You'll really help us?"

I nodded firmly. "That's why we're here."

He took a deep breath. “Well, what we need most is to get off this rock. There's nothing left for us here. If you could help us get to Damocles, we might have a chance to start over."

“Damocles?” Matt asked. “Is it nearby?”

“About a week in hyperspace. We could also use some electro, if you have any to spare? As the Prime Archon of the Empire, I’m sure you must.”

I hesitated, knowing that what I was about to say wouldn't be what Mackle wanted to hear. "I understand your situation, and I promise we’ll help. But the Empire doesn’t provide us with any financial resources.”

I paused, hearing Keep’s voice in my head, telling me that these miners chose to live outside the jurisdiction of the Spiral, and he’s sorry they had some bad luck, but it’s really not the Empire’s problem. And in that sense, I understood his position. But seeing the miners, dirty and worn out, made it harder to be so logical.

“We don’t have electro to spare,” I continued, realizing then that I had no idea what our financial situation looked like. I certainly hadn’t brought any Spiral currency with me from Earth. Or even ivory or anything I could trade here. “But we do have an assembler. We can give you food, new clothing, and supplies that should make your lives here a little easier. We need to investigate what happened here. Once we've done that, we'll locate and hire a ship to come pick you all up and take you to Damocles.”

Disappointment flashed across Mackle’s face, but he nodded in understanding. "I suppose that's fair. We've waited this long, we can wait a bit longer. We’ll take any help you can offer.”

“How many survivors are there?” I asked.

“Eleven hundred and ninety-six,” Mackle replied without missing a beat. “Out of twenty-three thousand.”

I blanched at the numbers. “I’m so sorry,” I said. "I wish I could do more.”

“I wish we could’ve done more,” he replied. “You’re doing something. That’s more than anyone else who might have heard our call.”

I tapped on my comm badge. “Meg, I’m sending the miners to the ship. Have Asshole scan them and make them some clothes. Something simple, we don’t want to run out of raw materials before we’re done. We have twelve-hundred people out here.”

“Twelve hundred?” Meg replied. “I’m not sure we can handle that many.”

“Please do what you can.”

“I will.”

I turned back to Mackle, but before I could speak, a new sound cut through the eerie silence of Hallon's ravaged landscape. The high-pitched whine of approaching engines.

"What now?" Emerald groaned, her hand instinctively moving towards her weapon.

We all turned towards the source of the noise, watching as a sleek starship descended through the roiling clouds. My heart sank as I recognized it–the same vessel we'd encountered near the navigation satellite.

What the hell was it doing here?
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"Everyone, stay calm," I said, even as I tapped into an invisible vein of chaos energy. "Let's see what they want before we jump to conclusions."

“Outer Rim scavengers, most likely,” Mackle said. “Here to pick up the pieces, and sell them to the highest bidder.”

“In a ship like that?” Matt replied. “I doubt it.”

“Welcome to the Outer Rim,” Mackle answered in response.

The ship touched down with graceful precision, kicking up a swirl of dust and debris. As the boarding ramp extended, I motioned for the miners to stay behind us, forming a protective line with my team.

A figure emerged from the ship, and I felt my breath catch in my throat. She was tall and lithe, with an air of command that was impossible to ignore. Her attire was a perfect blend of practicality and intimidation. Her face was the first thing that truly caught my attention. She was strikingly beautiful, with high cheekbones, piercing green eyes, and full lips set in a determined line. Her long, dark hair was pulled back in a tight braid, emphasizing the sharp angles of her face.

The second thing that caught my eye were her fingers and ears. Each was adorned with a sigiltech ring, the etched lines visible across the short distance, though I couldn’t make out the sigils themselves. There was no benefit to doubling-up a specific sigil, so either they were all unique or the display was all for show.

Regardless, I had little doubt she was a sigiltech user. Maybe even one of Blorb’s escaped Gilded. It meant we needed to be cautious, but there was no reason to lose our calm. I was confident I could handle her, if needed.

Behind her came a diverse crew of rough-looking beings, each armed with weaponry. They spread out in a loose line matching our own, hands hovering near their weapons.

Among them, I noticed a towering, reptilian alien with dark purple scales and four arms, each ending in wickedly sharp claws. Its yellow, slitted eyes scanned the area with predatory intensity. Next to it stood a wiry human woman with a shock of bright blue hair. On the other side, a pair of muscle men who would have been right at home in a Mad Max movie.

The woman–clearly their leader–strode forward with the confidence of someone used to being in control. Her piercing gaze locked onto me, a mixture of curiosity and disdain in her eyes.

"Well, well," she drawled, pointing back toward Head Case. “I do believe I recognize that ship. Either someone else decided converting a giant robot head into an interstellar vessel was a good idea, or we’re lucky enough to cross paths with the Prime Archon of the Manticore Spiral. Come to play hero in the Outer Rim, Ben?”

“Boo!” Emerald exclaimed, grabbing my arm. “You really are famous! Even she knows who you are.”

I kept my expression neutral, even as I felt the chaos energy surging within me, ready to be called upon at a moment's notice. "And you are?"

"Captain Lyra Vareth,” she replied with a mocking half-bow. "Though out here, titles don't mean much. Actions speak louder than fancy designations bestowed by a corrupt government, wouldn't you agree?"

I bristled at her words but forced myself to remain calm. This was not the time or place for a confrontation. "We're just here to help these people," I said, gesturing to the miners behind us. "What's your interest in Hallon?"

“It just so happens, we’re here to help the miners.”

“Bullshit!” Emerald sneezed.

Lyra's lips curved into a predatory smile. “Of course, we’re not doing it out of the goodness of our hearts. We’ve been hired by the Family to get to the bottom of what happened here.”

“The Family?” Mackle said, stepping up beside me. “What do they care what happened to us? And where were they a month ago if they do?”

“They care because the ship that visited your planet is on its way to Androcles.”

“Androcles?” I asked.

“Another mining planet,” Mackle answered. “Owned and operated by the Family.”

“Do you even know who the Family are?” Lyra asked.

“No,” I admitted.

“Which just goes to show how out your league, element, and jurisdiction you are, Prime Archon.”

“A ship that’s ravaging planets is of interest to the Empire, and a threat to everyone,” I replied.

The air crackled with tension as we faced off, neither side willing to back down. I could feel my team tensing around me, ready for action if things went south.

"Listen," I continued, my voice level despite the adrenaline coursing through my veins, "we don't want any trouble. These people have been through enough already. If you're here to help, great. If not, I suggest you leave."

Lyra's eyes narrowed, a dangerous glint in their depths. "You don't give orders out here. The Outer Rim isn't your playground, and your reputation means less than nothing beyond the borders of your precious Empire.”

I took a step forward, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. "I don't care about reputation. I care about doing what's right. These people need help, and I intend to give it to them. If you have a problem with that⁠—"

"Oh, I have many problems," Lyra cut in, her tone dripping with sarcasm. "Chief among them being self-righteous do-gooders who think they can waltz into our territory and play savior without understanding the consequences of their actions."

The tension in the air was palpable, like the moment before a lightning strike. I could feel the chaos energy surging within me, begging to be released. But I held it in check, knowing that escalating this situation would only make things worse for everyone involved.

To my surprise, it was Matt who broke the standoff. He stepped forward, hands raised in a placating gesture. "Whoa, whoa, let's all take a breath here," he said, his voice steady and calm. "I think we've gotten off on the wrong foot here.”

Lyra's gaze flicked to Matt, a hint of amusement in her eyes. "And who might you be, peacemaker?"

"Matt," he replied with a lopsided grin that I recognized all too well. It was the same charming smile he'd used to on Earth to get more than his fair share of dates with women who were almost as attractive as Captain Vareth. "Co-owner of the coolest robot head starship in the universe, occasional voice of reason, and full-time appreciator of badass women who can probably kick my ass six ways to Sunday."

I watched, slightly bewildered, as Matt seemed to work his charm. While Lyra didn't appear outright interested, her posture relaxed slightly, and the corner of her mouth twitched in what might have been the ghost of a smile.

"Well, Matt,” she said after a moment, "at least one member of your crew has some sense. Care to explain what you're really doing out here?"

Matt's grin widened. "Honestly? We heard the distress call, and Ben here," he jerked a thumb in my direction, "has a bit of a hero complex. Couldn't resist coming to check it out. But it looks like we might be in over our heads. Maybe you could fill us in on what's really going on?"

Lyra regarded Matt for a long moment, then let out a short laugh before turning her attention back to me. "Alright, Prime Archon. Your friend here is right. There’s no reason for us to come to blows. Not yet, anyway. But make no mistake–we're not friends, and we're certainly not allies. Is that understood?"

I nodded, still wary but willing to settle the issue so we could get down to business. "Understood. Now, can we focus on helping these people?"

Lyra's eyes narrowed, but she gave a curt nod. "For now. But don't think this changes anything. The Outer Rim plays by different rules, and you'd do well to remember that." She turned to her alien companion. “Issa, we need readings on those holes. I want to know what kind of device made them, and what they were used for.”

The lizard alien hissed in response and returned to their ship.

“You,” Lyra said to Mackle. “You’re going to tell me exactly what happened here. Every detail.”

“Did you come to help us?” Mackle asked. “We need a ride to Damocles. And electro.”

“You wanted to live here,” Lyra replied. “You knew the risks. You suffer the consequences, for better or worse. I want information. I’ll pay you three hundred electro for it.”

“That won’t even feed ten of us,” Mackle complained.

“That’s my only offer.” She raised her hand as one of the rings on it began to glow. “Distra,” she hissed, and Mackle started choking. “Or I we can do this the hard way, instead.”

I didn’t hesitate to negate her push, releasing the miner. For a moment, I thought we might come to blows after all. Lyra glanced at me and grinned. “So it’s true, then? You don’t need to activate your sigils?”

“Not exactly,” I replied. “I don’t need sigils. Now leave these people alone.”

“Fine. We can figure things out for ourselves.”

With that, Lyra and the other members of her team retreated back to their ship. For now, anyway.

I turned to Matt, raising an eyebrow. "Nice work," I murmured. "Though I'm not sure flirting with the scary mercenary captain is the best long-term strategy."

Matt shrugged, his eyes still following Lyra as she conferred with her crew. "Hey, it worked, didn't it? Besides, there's something about her."

“She’s just a pretty face. Don’t fall for it.”

Mackle turned to me his expression a mixture of hope and fear. “Now do you understand the Outer Rim?”

“Not really,” I replied. “Who’s the Family? Mafia?”

“Since there aren’t any laws out here, there can’t really be any criminals,” Mackle said. “But if there could, the Family would be the ones who control them all.”

“Mafia,” I repeated more confidently. "Don't worry. We're still going to get you and your people out of here. It might just take a little longer than we initially thought."

Mackle nodded. "Thank you. I... I’m just glad you got here before this Captain Lyra. I don’t like her.”

“Me either,” I agreed, glancing at Matt. His gaze was fixed on Lyra’s ship. That made one of us, anyway.

“I’ll get my people organized to visit your ship for the clothing you promised,” Mackle said. “Thank you again.”

As he moved away to speak with some of the other miners, Quasar sidled up to me, her voice low. "Ben, we need to be careful here. This Lyra character... she's dangerous. And I get the feeling she knows a lot more about what's going on than she's letting on."

"Agreed," I replied. "But for now, we play nice. Our priority is figuring out what happened here and then getting these people to safety. After that... well, I think we might need to do some digging into what's really happening out here in the Outer Rim." I turned to address the team as a whole. "Alright, here's what we're going to do. Emerald, I want you to get the miners set up with some basics. Matt, go back to Head Case and relieve Leo of the conn. I want you ready to fly at a moment’s notice.”

“Really?” Matt replied. “I should probably stay out here, keep an eye on the mercenaries. Just in case they try anything.”

“Come on, Matt,” I said. “This isn’t the time or place for you to take an unreasonable interest in a woman.”

“It’s not unreasonable.”

“Matt…”

He offered me his charming smile. “Fine. Plenty of other stars in space.”

“Ben, what do you want me to do?” Quasar asked.

“Take a look around the outpost, see if you can discern anything from the damage. Make sure Mackle’s story lines up.”

“You think he’s lying?”

“No, but from what I’ve seen of the Outer Rim so far, I can’t eliminate the possibility out of hand.”

“Good point.”

“Shaq, go with Zar.”

“Mmmhmmm,” he agreed, hopping from my shoulder to hers.

“What are you going to do?” Emerald asked.

I tapped my comm badge. “Meg, change of plans. Emerald will take care of the miners. I need you out here with some of your gear to help figure out why the strange giant ship made strange giant holes.”

“On my way,” she replied.

“Everybody has their job,” I said. “Let’s get to work, Team Hondo.”


CHAPTER 10
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The gaping maw of the hole yawned before us, a perfect circle carved into the planet's surface with surgical precision. I stood at the edge, peering into the inky blackness that seemed to stretch on forever. Beside me, Meg fiddled with an array of compact but sophisticated-looking equipment.

“Whenever you’re ready, Meg,” I said, watching her adjust dials and tap on her slab, calibrating something to something, I was sure.

"You're sure about this?”she asked, unable to keep a hint of trepidation from her voice.

"Absolutely. If we want answers, we need to go down there."

Meg looked up and nodded, taking a deep breath. "Alright then. I’m ready.”

With a thought, I tapped into chaos energy. The familiar tingle of power coursed through my veins as I shaped it to my will. The debris around us swirled into a sudden maelstrom of detritus before I pulled it together into a roughly round platform half the diameter of the hole and combined it so that it wouldn’t lose its shape.

"Your chariot awaits," I said with a grin, offering Meg my hand.

She rolled her eyes but took it anyway, stepping onto the platform with me. "Just don't drop us, okay?"

"Would I ever?"

I pushed the platform from the ground and guided it over the whole, pushing again from the walls of the bore to gently lower us in.

As we began our descent, I created a sphere of light above us, illuminating the perfectly smooth walls of the shaft, noting how the layers of earth looked melted together, slagged by the strange ship’s energy beam.

After a few moments of quiet concentration, Meg spoke up. "So... this is pretty wild, huh?"

"Just another day in the life of Team Hondo."

She smiled, but there was a hint of something else in her eyes. Nostalgia, maybe? "Remember when we used to do stuff like this all the time? Just the two of us?"

The question caught me off guard, and I felt a pang of... something. Regret? In a sense, I supposed. I recalled our first official date. We had gone diving at Cocklebiddy Cave in Australia. A challenging location for experienced divers, sigiltech made it easy and romantic. "Yeah, I do. Those were good times."

"They were," Meg agreed. She paused, seeming to gather her thoughts. "You know, I've been meaning to talk to you about…well, the whole situation."

I raised an eyebrow. "Oh? What about it?"

Meg sighed, her gaze fixed on the slowly passing wall of the shaft. "I just wanted you to know that I don't have any regrets."

The words hung in the air between us, heavy with unspoken meaning.

"I don't have any regrets either," I said softly. "I mean, sure, sometimes I wonder what might have been if things had been different.”

Meg nodded. "I know. But we both knew that wouldn't have worked in the long run."

"Yeah," I agreed. "We wanted different things. It doesn't make what we had any less real or important."

A comfortable silence fell between us for a moment, broken only by the soft beeping of Meg's instruments.

"I'm glad we're still friends," Meg said finally, a genuine smile on her face.

I returned her smile, feeling a warmth in my chest that had nothing to do with the chaos energy flowing through me. "Me too, Meg. I wouldn't have it any other way."

“It would certainly make having you back on Head Case a lot more awkward,” she agreed. “But it’s nice to have you on board again, for however long you stick around.”

Our heart-to-heart was interrupted by a sudden, insistent beeping from one of Meg's devices. Her eyes widened as she studied the readout.

“What. The. Heck?” she breathed.

“What is it?"

Meg tapped on her slab, her expression a mixture of awe and disbelief. "These readings are off the charts. The energy required to create this hole...I mean, you can see how the rock is melted. But you don’t realize until you see the readings.”

I frowned, peering at the display over her shoulder. The numbers and graphs meant little to me, but the urgency in Meg's voice was clear. "How powerful are we talking?"

She looked up at me, her eyes wide. "Remember the Star of Caprum?"

I nodded. How could I forget? The incredible power source that had nearly spelled our doom, and then our salvation.

"Well," Meg continued, "based on these readings, whatever created this hole probably has at least three of them on board.”

The implications were staggering. I felt a chill run down my spine that had nothing to do with the cool air of the shaft. "That's... that's impossible. Isn't it?"

Meg shrugged helplessly. "With everything we've seen? I'm not sure anything's impossible anymore."

As we continued our descent, Meg's instruments continued to gather data, painting a picture of devastation on a scale I could scarcely comprehend. The perfectly smooth walls of the shaft were testament to the incredible heat and precision of whatever weapon had created it.

After what felt like an eternity, but was probably closer to fifteen minutes, we finally reached the bottom. The shaft opened up into a vast cavern, easily a hundred meters across. But what caught my attention immediately were the tunnels branching off in various directions.

"Look at this," Meg said, kneeling to examine the ground. "These marks... I think some kind of heavy equipment was used down here."

I crouched beside her, running my hand over the scored stone. “Mackle said the ship inserted something into the shafts. Elevator tubes, I guess. So they blasted the hole, then immediately started mining.”

“Apparently,” Meg agreed. She stood, slowly turning in a circle as she took in the cavern. "The next question is, was all this done by automated systems, or were there living beings down here working the heavy equipment?”

“I’m more interested in what they came here to mine than how they mined it,” I replied.

We began to explore the tunnels branching off from the main cavern, Meg's instruments constantly gathering data. As we progressed, a pattern began to emerge.

"Ben, look at this," Meg said, gesturing to a display on one of her devices. "See how the tunnels seem to be following specific mineral veins? It's like they knew exactly where to dig."

I nodded, a growing sense of unease settling in my gut. "This wasn't random. Whatever, or whoever, did this knew exactly what they were looking for."

Meg stopped suddenly, approaching one of the areas where it appeared some minerals had been removed, a segment hollowed out as though a huge claw had dug into it. She slid one of her instruments along the floor, eyes large on her slab, watching the output.

Finally, she froze. “Ben, I think you’re right.”

“I didn’t say anything,” I replied.

She looked over at me. “There are some trace minerals left on the floor that probably broke off from the larger chunks. The kind that are used to make sigiltech catalyst.”

I stared at her, not really that surprised, but still a little shocked. “I’m sure Mackle and his people were mining it too. Can you guesstimate how much?”

“Not yet,” she replied, putting away her sensors. “But I’d say this one area netted them at least a few hundred kilos worth, and this is just the tip of the iceberg. Let’s keep looking.”

We continued down he tunnel, noting more bites out of the rock where the minerals had been. The gouges, their locations, and the fact that there was no mineral visible from any of the removal sites suggested whoever did this had tools to determine exactly where the minerals sat inside the large stone. I found the whole operation impressive, in a terrifying, horrible way.

As we rounded a bend in one of the tunnels, we nearly collided with two figures coming from the opposite direction. I instinctively raised a hand, chaos energy crackling at my fingertips, only to find myself face to face with the barrel of an impressively large energy weapon.

"Well, well," drawled a familiar voice. "Fancy meeting you here, Prime Archon."

I lowered my hand slowly, my eyes never leaving Lyra's face. Beside her, the insectoid alien, Issa, clicked its mandibles menacingly.

"Captain Vareth," I replied, keeping my tone neutral. "I see we had similar ideas."

Lyra's lips curled into a smirk. "Great minds think alike, I suppose. Though in your case, I use the term 'great' quite loosely."

I bit back a retort, reminding myself that antagonizing her wouldn't get us anywhere. "Find anything interesting?"

"Oh, bits and pieces," Lyra said casually, though her eyes remained sharp and calculating. "You?"

"Same," I replied, matching her noncommittal tone.

We stood there for a moment, locked in a silent battle of wills. Finally, Meg spoke up.

"The tunnels are connected," she said, her voice tinged with excitement despite the tension. "All the holes must link up underground."

Lyra's gaze flicked to Meg, then back to me. "Clever girl you've got there. She's right, of course. It seems our mystery miners were quite thorough."

I nodded slowly. "Looks that way. Any theories on who they might be?"

Lyra's smirk widened. "Oh, I might have a few ideas. But information doesn't come cheap out here in the Rim, Prime Archon. You want to know what I know? You'll have to make it worth my while."

I opened my mouth to respond, but Meg cut me off with a gentle touch on my arm. "We should keep moving," she said softly. "We still have a lot of ground to cover."

I glanced at her, then back to Lyra. "Another time, perhaps," I said.

Lyra chuckled. "Oh, I'm counting on it. Until then... happy hunting."

With that, she and Issa brushed past us, disappearing around the bend.

"Well, that was tense," Meg said.

"Yeah," I agreed. "Come on, let's head back the other way. I don't like the idea of following too close behind them."

We retraced our steps, taking a different branch this time. Our path eventually led us to what appeared to be a collapsed section of one of the original mine shafts. As we picked our way through the debris, a faint sound caught my attention.

"Wait," I said, holding up a hand. "Do you hear that?"

Meg paused, listening intently. After a moment, her eyes widened. "Is that coughing?"

We hurried forward, scrambling over fallen rocks and twisted metal. There, half-buried beneath a fallen support beam, was a man. His face was gaunt, his clothes tattered and filthy. Beside him lay a nearly empty water jug, the last few drops of liquid glistening in the light from my energy sphere.

"Oh no,” Meg breathed, immediately kneeling beside the man to look him over more closely.

I crouched on his other side, gently touching his shoulder. "Can you hear me? We're here to help."

The man's eyes fluttered open, unfocused and glassy. He tried to speak, but only a dry rasp emerged from his throat.

"He's severely dehydrated and malnourished," Meg said, her voice tight with concern. "I don't know how he's survived this long."

Just then, my comm badge chirped. “Ben, it's Leo. I’ve picked up a report. Someone's spotted that ship again. It's heading towards another planet."

I met Meg's eyes, seeing my own worry reflected there. If that ship was on the move again...

"We need to go," I said.

Meg nodded. "We can't just leave him, Ben. He'll die if we do."

Every second we delayed gave Lyra more of a head start. But she was right. We had to take him with us.

"Okay," I said. "Let me heal him, and then we can get him out of here."

I finished tearing open he man’s already ragged shirt so I could place my hand directly on his chest, drawing on the chaos energy once more. The familiar warmth flowed through me and into him as I worked to restore him. It wasn't a perfect solution. The man would still need food and water as soon as possible. But it would at least give him a fighting chance.

The effort left me feeling drained, but I pushed the fatigue aside. There would be time to rest later. For now, we had a life to save.

I pushed the miner off the floor and pulled him along behind us as we made our way back to my makeshift platform. The ascent was faster, and in no time we emerged back into the harsh light of Hallon's surface.

Mackle was there to meet us, his eyes widening in disbelief as he saw who we had brought with us. "Lockton?" he gasped. "But how? We thought he was dead!"

As we gently lowered the miner onto solid ground, I caught sight of Lyra's ship rocketing into the sky. A mixture of frustration and resignation washed over me. We'd lost our lead, but we'd saved a life. In the grand scheme of things, I had to believe that was worth more.

Mackle knelt beside Lockton, tears in his eyes as he clasped the man's hand. "Thank you," he said, looking up at me with genuine gratitude. "I don't know how you found him, or how he survived so long down there, but... thank you."

I nodded, feeling a warmth in my chest that had nothing to do with chaos energy. "We're just glad we could help."

As Meg began coordinating with the other miners to get Lockton more water and a small bit of food, I tapped my comm badge. "Matt, prep Head Case for launch. We need to-"

"Um, slight problem with that, boss," came Matt's sheepish reply. "Emerald's still in the middle of distributing clothes and supplies. It's kind of turned into a whole big todo.”

"How much longer?” I asked. Meg and I had spent over an hour in the tunnels. Asshole should have been able to churn out eleven hundred pairs of sweats and t-shirts in that amount of time.

"Probably another few hours, at least. It might take all night.”

“Why so long?”

“Because you put Emerald in charge, and she’s taking custom orders.”

I sighed, knowing there was no way around it. We couldn't leave these people without the clothes and other necessities we'd promised them. "Alright. Let Emerald know to wrap it up as quickly as she can, I guess we're staying the night."

As I signed off, Mackle approached me once more. “I couldn’t help overhearing. I know it's not much, but we'd like to throw a little celebration for you and your team. To thank you for everything you've done so far, and everything you intend to do for us.”

I was about to politely decline, but something in the man's expression stopped me. These people had been through hell. They'd lost so much. If they wanted to find a moment of joy, even in the midst of all this destruction, who was I to deny them that?

"That sounds great," I said, managing a smile. "We'd be honored."

As night fell on Hallon, the makeshift party began. It wasn't much —some hastily prepared food, a few instruments that had somehow survived the desolation, voices raised in song that was more enthusiasm than talent. But there was a warmth to it, a sense of community and resilience that was genuinely touching.

I found myself sitting on the outskirts of the gathering, nursing a cup of something that tasted vaguely like coffee but packed a much stronger punch. The events of the day swirled in my mind – the mysterious ship, the tunnels, Lyra's cryptic words, Lockton's miraculous survival.

"Credit for your thoughts?" Quasar’s voice broke through my reverie as she sat down beside me.

I smiled wryly. "I'm not sure they're worth that much."

She nudged me with her shoulder. "Come on, spill. What's going on in that chaos-addled brain of yours?"

I sighed, taking another sip of my drink. "I just... I can't shake the feeling that we're on the edge of something big, Zar. Bigger than Keep intended, anyway.”

She nodded slowly. "I know what you mean. The scale of what happened here is hard to wrap your head around.”

"And now that ship is out there again, on its way to another planet," I added. "We should be out there, trying to stop it."

"We will be," Quasar assured me. "First thing tomorrow. But tonight..." She gestured to the celebration around us. “We did good, Ben. We gave these people hope. That's worth something."

I looked out at the gathering—at Mackle laughing with some of his fellow miners, at Emerald teaching a group of children some ridiculous dance, at Lockton, weak but alive, surrounded by friends who had thought him lost forever.

"Yeah," I said softly. "I guess it is."

As the night wore on, I found myself relaxing despite my lingering concerns. There would be time enough tomorrow for chasing mysterious ships and unraveling cosmic mysteries. For now, I allowed myself to simply be present, to share in this moment of hard-won joy.

But even as I laughed and talked with my teammates and the miners, a part of my mind remained focused on the challenges that lay ahead. A huge ship had come to Hallon to mine huge amounts of catalyst mineral. It would need to be blended with other compounds to be made suitable for sigiltech, but who knew if the ship already had those capabilities on board. Just based on its size and the power of its plasma cannons, I had to assume it did. I couldn’t think of too many reasons why anyone would need that much catalyst, but the ones I did think of were more than enough reason to be nervous.

One, to launch a new fleet of sigilships.

Two, to create a new army of archons.

Three, to build some other likely doomsday machine etched with sigils.

Four, all of the above.

The thought sent a chill down my spine. I had to force myself to refocus on the now.

That was a problem for tomorrow. Tonight, under the unfamiliar stars of Hallon, we celebrated life, friendship, and the small victories that made the big battles worth fighting.


CHAPTER 11
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The first hints of dawn were just beginning to streak across Hallon's turbulent sky as I made my way back to Head Case. The celebration had wound down in the early hours of the morning, leaving behind a sense of camaraderie that seemed to linger in the air. Despite the meager fare drawn from Head Case’s resources, it had been a night to remember. A night that left me glad I had come back to the Spiral with Matt for another adventure.

Hopefully, we could keep the streak going. Make it two in a row.

As I approached the ship, I saw Matt leaning against the boarding ramp, his arms crossed and a pensive expression on his face. He straightened up as I drew near.

"Morning," he said, stifling a yawn. "You're up early."

I nodded, feeling the weight of too little sleep and too much of whatever passed for alcohol among the miners. "How are we looking?"

Matt's expression turned serious. "Well, the good news is Emerald finally finished distributing supplies. The bad news is... well, you'd better come see for yourself."

A knot of anxiety formed in my stomach as I followed Matt into Head Case. We made our way to the canisters that held Asshole’s raw materials. They were all almost dry.

"Matt," I said slowly, "please tell me we didn't give away all our supplies."

He had the grace to look sheepish. "Not all of them. We've still got enough raw materials for Asshole to keep us fed for a few weeks. But in terms of spare parts, clothing, that sort of thing, we're pretty much tapped out."

I fought back a wave of frustration. "I know we needed to help these people, but we can't go chasing after that ship with nothing but the clothes on our backs."

“At least we didn’t give them the Striker,” Matt said, referring to Dryka’s starfighter. "I've been thinking. Maybe we shouldn't go after the strange alien ship just yet."

I turned to him, eyebrow raised. "Oh? And why's that?"

Matt shifted uncomfortably. "Look, I know you want to play hero and save the day. But we're way out of our depth here, Ben. We don't know what we're up against, we're suddenly low on supplies, and let's face it—Lyra's got a hell of a head start on us."

"So what do you suggest?" I asked.

"We need to resupply,” Matt said. “We don’t have a lot of choice.”

“We also don’t have a lot of electro,” I reminded him.

“No, but we have some things we can sell or trade. Guns, mostly.”

“We need those guns.”

“I doubt we need all of them. Especially when we have you.”

“Restoring Lockton yesterday knocked me for a loop. I’m out until I get some serious shuteye.”

“Problem solved. I spoke to Kelvin. He’s one of the survivors, and used to run the general store here. He told me that there’s an unlisted trading post about three days from here called Zero General. We can get supplies there, maybe pick up some information about what's going on out here in the Rim. Then we'll be in a better position to go after that ship."

“Except we won’t need to, because Lyra will have already handled it.”

“And that’s a bad thing, why? I thought the idea was to stop the ship before it devastated another planet. Another population.”

I sighed. “Yeah, it is. But, you know. I wanted to do it.”

Matt laughed. “If Lyra stole our thunder, we can go back to Draconian Space and shove around some Niflin.”

“Do you know what’s annoying?” I asked.

“What?”

“The way you lip curls into a smile at the corner whenever you say her name.”

“It does not.”

‘”Yeah, it does.”

“What can I say? She’s attractive, charismatic, tough, strong. And did I mention she’s a sigiltech user?”

“She also didn’t give two craps about the miners,” I reminded him. “She only cared about finding the ship. And she doesn’t like us. Not exactly two appealing traits.”

Matt shrugged. “Maybe it’s just a misunderstanding.”

“She’s a mercenary, Matt. She tried to get me to pay her for information down in the tunnels. She and her crew aren’t good individuals.”

“In any case, I don’t think we should give up on the mission just yet. We can still do a lot of good out here.”

“Don’t think I didn’t notice how you changed the subject. But you’re right. Going in half-cocked and under-prepared is a recipe for disaster. Zero General it is. But no lolligagging, capiche?"

Matt nodded. “I hate it when you revert to Keep-speak.”

“Bingo,” I replied with a grin.

“I’ll get the old head warmed up,” Matt said.

As he headed for the bridge, I made my way back outside. The miners were beginning to stir, preparing for another day of salvage while they waited for me to send a ship to transport them to Damocles. I spotted Mackle near the edge of the encampment and walked over to him.

"Mackle," I called out as I approached. "Got a minute?"

He turned, a tired but genuine smile on his face. "Of course, Ben. What can I do for you?"

“I had a question. When I went down into the hole the ship made, I discovered they were here to mine very specific minerals. Do you know anything about that?”

Mackle froze momentarily, and for a second I thought he planned to deny everything even though the truth was plain as the nose on his face. Then he nodded. “There’s no point in keeping it a secret anymore, is there? If you say that ship came to take the hemolite, then I’m sure all of it is gone.”

“But you already knew that, didn’t you? That’s why you want a ride to Damocles.”

Mackle seemed surprised. “How did you guess?”

“Lyra,” I said, the pieces beginning to fall into place. “You were mining hemolite for the Family, weren’t you?”

“Yes. They offered us quite a lot of electro to locate and mine the ore. I’d never met Lyra before you did, but I imagine the Family sent her to check on us and confirm our distress call. She probably arrived thinking we might have made up faked the call, destroyed the place ourselves, and fled the planet with the hemolite. Not that a giant ship really did take the mineral from us. What’s your interest in it?”

“The mineral? My chief engineer, Meg, noticed it was the only element missing from the mine, even though it isn’t the only mineral down there. If the Family was paying you handsomely for the hemolite, then why did you ask me for electro?”

“All of the Family’s funds are deposited into an account on Damocles. The electro was to be sure we could get by before we could withdraw it.”

“And once you can withdraw?”

He grinned even wider. “We’ll be rich enough to buy a planet out here.”

My earlier elation at helping the poor miners suddenly seemed premature.

“I guess that at least makes it less likely the Family controls the ship that took the mineral,” I said.

Mackle shrugged. “I wouldn’t put it past them, to be honest.”

“Okay, I’ll add them to the list of possible suspects then.” I hesitated for a moment. “Anyway, we're going to leave soon. There's something we need to take care of."

Mackle's smile faded slightly, but he nodded in understanding. "The ship that did this to us. You’re going after it, aren't you?"

"That's the plan," I confirmed. "But we need to make a stop first to resupply. It'll delay us getting help back to you, I'm afraid."

To my surprise, Mackle let out a small chuckle. "Ben, you've already done more for us than we ever expected. We'll manage. Besides," he added, his expression turning serious, "if you can stop whatever did this…well, that's worth a little wait."

"We'll do our best," I promised. "And we'll send help as soon as we can."

Mackle clasped my shoulder, his grip firm. "I know you will. Safe travels, Ben. And thank you. For everything."

As I turned to go, a thought struck me. "Mackle," I said, turning back. “Zero General. You ever been there?"

He nodded slowly. "Once or twice. It's not the friendliest place in the Rim, I'll tell you that much. Why do you ask?"

I shrugged, trying to appear casual. "Just wondering if you had any advice for first-timers."

Mackle's expression soured. "Watch your back. Trust no one. And whatever you do, stay away from the lower levels. That's where the real nasty stuff goes down."

I filed away the information, feeling a mixture of anticipation and trepidation at the idea of visiting another hive of scum and villainy. "Thanks for the heads up. We'll be careful."

With final goodbyes exchanged, I made my way back to Head Case. The rest of the crew was already assembled, looking varying degrees of hungover and sleep-deprived.

"Alright, team," I said, doing my best to inject some enthusiasm into my voice. “After clothing a thousand millionaire miners, Asshole’s low on raw materials, so we’re headed to a trading station, Zero General, to resupply. Any questions?”

“Ooh! Me! Me!” Emerald raised her hand, which surprised no one.

“Go ahead,” I said.

“Does Zero General have makeup for sale?”

“I don’t know. Why is that important?”

“I just had an urge for new lipstick.”

“You don’t wear lipstick. I’ve never seen you wear makeup at all.”

“I might start. Lyra wore makeup, and she looked good.”

I sighed, annoyed with another mention of the competition. "Okay, any pertinent questions?” I asked.

“Why did you call them millionaire miners?” Shaq buzzed.

I quickly explained my conversation with Mackle. Of course, Emerald found the story hilarious.

“Not just filthy, but filthy rich. I love it,” she crowed before suddenly turning serious. “I hope they don’t get their hopes up on that electro.”

“Why not?” Matt asked.

“I’ve seen Goodfellas and the Godfather, and Ben said the Family is like Mafia. I bet they double-cross the miners and pull the funds as soon as Captain Lipstick tells them the alien ship took all their precious minerals.”

“They can do that?” I asked.

“Ah, Boo. You’re so naive it’s adorable. You have those movies in the datastore. Haven’t you watched them?”

“I don’t remember anything like that happening in them.”

“You should watch them again.”

“Maybe later. If there are no more questions, destination Zero General.” When nobody piped up, I gave the order. “Matt, take us out."


CHAPTER 12
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Zero General loomed before us, a patchwork monstrosity of a space station that looked like it had been cobbled together from the remnants of a dozen different shipyards. Its central hub was a massive, cylindrical structure, pockmarked with docking ports and studded with communications arrays. Sprouting from this core were a series of docking arms of various lengths and thicknesses like some kind of mutant octopus.

"Well," Emerald said, breaking the silence that had fallen over the bridge, "it's certainly...unique."

Matt snorted. "That's one word for it. I was thinking more along the lines of disaster waiting to happen."

I had to agree. The entire structure looked like it was being held together by little more than stubborn determination and probably duct tape.

"Look at the traffic," Quasar pointed out, gesturing to the forward transparency.

She was right. A steady stream of ships moved to and from the station, each one as battered and worn as the last. Freighters with mismatched hull plates, courier ships with scorch marks along their flanks, and even a few vessels that looked like they'd been cobbled together from spare parts. Not unlike the station itself. Or Head Case, for that matter.

As we drew closer, one ship in particular caught my eye. It stood out from the rest like a diamond in a bucket of coal—sleek, pristine, and unmistakably expensive. Its hull gleamed with a polished sheen that spoke of regular maintenance, and even from this distance, I could make out the subtle shimmer of high-grade shields.

"Well, well," Emerald said, a note of excitement in her voice. "Looks like someone from the Family decided to grace this dump with their presence."

I turned to her, eyebrow raised. "And how do you know that ship belongs to the Family?”

She rolled her eyes. "Come on, Boo. The Godfather, remember? When you see a fancy car – or in this case, a fancy ship – roll into a neighborhood full of beaters, you know it's someone important."

“Just because they’re important or wealthy, that doesn’t automatically make them a member of the Family. And I don’t remember a scene like this in the Godfather.”

"That's because you weren't paying attention," she replied with a huff.

Before I could argue further, Meg’s voice cut through our banter. "Incoming transmission from station control."

I straightened up, putting on my best captain face. "Put it through."

The holographic projector in front of the forward surround lit up, revealing a grizzled man with a cybernetic eye and more scars than I cared to count. When he spoke, his voice was a gravelly rumble that sounded like he'd been gargling razor blades.

"Unidentified vessel," he growled, "state your business or prepare to be vaporized."

I blinked, taken aback by the blunt greeting. "Uh, we're here to trade. Looking to resupply and maybe pick up some information."

The man's organic eye narrowed. "Trade, eh? That'll be a hundred electro for docking privileges. Pay up or piss off."

My stomach dropped. A hundred electro wasn’t much, but I wasn’t sure we had even that much at the moment. I realized too late that I should have asked Dryka for some petty cash, repayable by the Regent. I glanced at Matt, who shrugged helplessly.

"We, uh, we might be a little short on—" I began, but Meg's voice cut me off.

"I've got it covered," she said from her station. "You can take it out of my personal account. You'll owe me, though."

Relief washed over me. "Thanks, Meg. We appreciate it."

I turned back to the hologram. "Transferring funds now."

The scarred man grunted, his cybernetic eye whirring as it processed the transaction. "Confirmed. Proceed to docking bay 17-B. And watch yourselves. Zero General doesn't take kindly to troublemakers or idiots, and you look like the latter to me.”

The transmission cut out, leaving us in silence once more.

"Well," Matt said after a moment, "he seems charming."

I couldn't help but chuckle. "Alright, let's get ourselves docked and figure out our next move."

As Matt guided Head Case towards our assigned berth, I turned to address the crew. "Quasar, Emerald, you're with Matt and me. We'll head out and see what we can trade for supplies. The rest of you, stay with the ship. Keep an eye on things and be ready to leave in a hurry if needed."

There were nods of agreement all around. As the others dispersed to their assigned tasks, I caught Shaq's eye. The jagger tilted his head, a question in his gaze.

"You're coming too, buddy," I said softly. "But we'll need to keep you out of sight. You tend to draw attention."

“Mmmhmmm,” Shaq chittered in agreement, scampering up my arm to nestle in a specially designed pouch inside my jacket sleeve.

Once we were securely docked, we made our way to the armory, where we loaded up on some of our surplus weaponry. Nothing too flashy, but enough to hopefully resupply and pay back Meg’s loan.

"Remember," I said as we prepared to disembark, "we're here to trade and gather information. Let's try not to start any fights."

Emerald pouted. "You're no fun, Boo."

"I mean it, Em. The last thing we need is to make enemies before we even know who the players are out here."

She sighed dramatically but nodded her agreement.

As the airlock cycled open, we were hit by a wall of stale, recycled air that carried hints of machine oil, unwashed bodies, and something I couldn't quite identify but made my nose wrinkle in disgust.

"Lovely," Matt muttered.

We stepped out into a narrow corridor lined with dented metal panels and flickering lights. The claustrophobic space was a far cry from the soaring ceilings and polished surfaces of the Atlassian palace, or even the more cozy confines of Head Case. Here, everything felt grimy and lived-in, each scuff and dent telling a story of the hard lives led by those who called Zero General home.

As we made our way deeper into the station, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were being watched. Eyes seemed to follow us from every shadowy corner and dimly lit alcove. Our arsenal of weaponry drew more than a few curious glances, and I kept waiting for someone to be bold enough to try to jump us.

"I think we might be overdressed for this party," Quasar murmured, her hand resting casually near her holstered sidearm.

I nodded in agreement. "Let's find somewhere to offload these guns before we attract too much attention."

Shops lined the corridors as we walked. They weren’t traditional storefronts. Instead, each was an equally nondescript hatch, one of dozens along every passageway, with the name of the shop either displayed on crudely printed or hand-written signs or painted directly onto the closed door. After winding through of the corridors, we came across a hatch raggedly painted with:

Aziz’s Armory–For the Discerning Lover of All Things That Go Bang! Zap! Pew pew! Or BOOM!

“This looks like as good a place as any,” I said. "Shall we?"

We entered the shop, and I immediately felt like we'd stepped into a powder keg. Every available surface was crammed with weapons of all shapes and sizes. Some I recognized, others looked like they'd been cobbled together from spare parts and a healthy dose of imagination. None of it was high-end, military grade stuff like the Royal Guard plasma rifles we’d left on board. But it matched well with the gear we’d carried onto the station with us.

A burly man with more cybernetic implants than organic parts lumbered out from behind a cluttered counter. His artificial eyes whirred as they focused on us, and when he spoke, his voice had a metallic timbre that sent a shiver down my spine.

"Welcome to Aziz’s,” he rumbled. "What can I do for you rabble today?"

“Rabble?” Emerald replied, feigning indignation. She turned to me. “See? This is why we need lipstick.”

“We definitely do not all need lipstick,” Matt countered.

Quasar stepped forward, all business. "We're looking to sell some guns. Interested?"

Aziz’s eyes—if you could call them that—lit up. "Always interested in new stock. Let's see what you've got."

What followed was a masterclass in haggling. Quasar drove a hard bargain, while Emerald—better versed in the nature and value of weaponry than anyone had any right to be—deftly countered any arguments the dealer made to try to reduce the prices. By the time they were done, we'd offloaded our surplus guns for a tidy sum of electro. It was more than enough to restock Asshole's raw material stores, pay back Meg, and then some.

As Quasar finalized the transaction, I struck up a conversation with Aziz. “Do you know where we might find someone selling assembler mix around here?"

The cyborg stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Assembler mix, eh? Not many ships passing through here have assemblers on board. You'll want to head down to Deck 14. There's a shop called ‘Sir Mix-a-lot’ that should have what you need."

"Deck 14," I repeated. "That's not considered the lower levels, is it?"

Aziz let out a harsh, mechanical laugh. "Lower levels? Nah, you gotta go down at least twenty decks before you hit that kind of territory." His expression turned serious. "Word of advice? Stay away from there. You lot don't look like the type that'd fare well in those parts."

I nodded, filing away the information. "Thanks for the tip. We'll stick to the upper decks."

We left the shop, our bank account considerably heavier and our arms considerably lighter.

“Lipstick,” Emerald said, determined to find a place selling makeup.

“I doubt there’s a shop in a place like this selling lipstick,” Quasar replied.

“If we pass one, we can wait outside while you go shopping.” I said. “For now, let's head down to Deck 14 and⁠—"

I cut myself off as a commotion further down the corridor caught my attention. A group of well-dressed individuals was making their way through the crowd, which parted before them.

At the center of the group was a man who exuded an aura of power and danger. He was tall and lean, with sharp features and cold, calculating eyes. His suit was impeccably tailored, a stark contrast to the rough and worn clothing of those around him. Flanking him were half a dozen men and women who practically screamed goon squad.

“It looks like we've found our fancy ship owner,” I said. “Maybe you were right, Emerald. He looks like he could be from the Family.”

Emerald squinted at the man. "I don't see it, Boo."

I sighed. “In any case, he looks like someone who might know some things that we might like to know. And wherever he’s going might be the place to learn them.”

Matt's eyes widened as he caught my meaning. "Ben, no. We are not going to⁠—"

But I was already moving, my curiosity getting the better of me. "Come on," I said over my shoulder. "Let's see where our Mafia friend is headed."

I heard Matt and Quasar's exasperated sighs behind me, but they fell into step regardless. Emerald, on the other hand, practically bounced with excitement.

"Now we're talking!" she said. "Time for some real espionage."

We followed the well-dressed group at a discreet distance, winding our way deeper into the station. When the dapper Don boarded a lift and descended, we grabbed the next one down and followed.

"Ben," Quasar hissed, "we're heading into the lower levels. This is a bad idea."

I knew she was right, but something in my gut told me we needed to see this through. "Just a little further," I whispered back. "We'll turn back if things get too dicey. We’re Team Hondo. We can handle it.”

When we stepped out of the lift, the corridors had grown narrower, the lighting dimmer, and the faces we passed were increasingly rough and unfriendly, though the individuals wearing them were much better dressed.

“There must be lipstick down here,” Emerald commented.

As we rounded another corner, I caught sight of our quarry entering a nondescript door at the end of a dimly lit hallway. The last of his entourage disappeared inside, and the door slid shut with a soft hiss.

I turned to my companions. "Well, team," I said, "what do you say we crash this party?"

Matt groaned. "I say this is how we end up spaced."

Emerald, on the other hand, was practically vibrating with anticipation. "Oh, we are so doing this!"

Quasar remained silent, resigned and ready.

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever lay beyond that door. "Alright," I said, "let's go see what kind of trouble we can get into."

With one last glance at my companions, I reached out and activated the door controls. As the panel slid open, revealing the dimly lit space beyond, I silently hoped that my curiosity hadn't just signed our death warrants.


CHAPTER 13
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The area the Mafia guy and his goons had advanced into pulsed with an energy entirely different from the grimy corridors we'd just traversed. The contrast was jarring, like stepping from a run-down alleyway into a high-end nightclub. The air was thick with the scent of expensive perfumes and vapors, a far cry from the stale recycled atmosphere of the station's main thoroughfares.

"Well," Matt whispered, "I think we've found where the other half lives."

“I’m more surprised there is an other half,” Quasar said.

Matt wasn't wrong. The expansive room before us was awash in a sea of glittering jewelry and fine fabrics. Men and women lounged at tables, their attire ranging from sleek, form-fitting jumpsuits to elaborate gowns that looked like they belonged at a royal gala. The soft clink of glasses and the low murmur of conversation created a backdrop of refined indulgence. And along the perimeter, dozens of bodyguards and goons looked on, keeping tabs on their charges and ensuring nobody laid a greasy finger on them.

“Where are all their fancy ships hiding?” I wondered aloud.

“They probably stop by in junkers so nobody gets suspicious,” Emerald answered. “Just like⁠—”

“Don’t say the Godfather again,” I interrupted.

She clamped her mouth shut.

As we stepped further in, I realized we hadn’t just entered a lounge. We’d stumbled into a high-end casino. Holographic displays flickered above various gaming tables, showing arcane rules for games I'd never seen before. Credits changed hands with casual indifference, sums that could have bought entire starships being wagered on the turn of a card or the roll of oddly shaped dice.

"I think I'm in love,” Emerald breathed, her eyes wide as saucers.

I was about to reply when I caught sight of the well-dressed Mafioso and his entourage. They were moving with purpose towards a guarded doorway at the far end of the room. As we watched, the leader flashed something at the guards, who immediately stepped aside to let the group pass.

"Come on," I said, moving to follow. "Let's see if we can⁠—"

A meaty hand landed on my chest, stopping me in my tracks. I looked up to find myself face-to-face with a mountain of a man, his biceps straining against the fabric of his tailored suit.

"And where do you think you're going?" he rumbled, his voice as deep and imposing as his physique.

I tried for a disarming smile. "Just looking to join the party. Is there a problem?"

The guard's expression didn't change. "Ten thousand electro cover charge. Each."

I blinked, certain I had misheard. "I'm sorry, did you say ten thousand?"

"Each," the guard repeated, somehow managing to loom even larger.

I glanced back at my companions, seeing my own shock mirrored in their faces. Even Quasar, usually unflappable, looked taken aback by the astronomical sum.

"That's... that's insane," Matt sputtered. "Who could afford that kind of entry fee?"

The guard's lip curled in disdain. “Take a peek behind me, tiny. Now, are you paying or leaving?"

Matt tugged at my sleeve. "Come on, Ben. This was a bad idea. Let's just go get our supplies and get out of here."

I hesitated. Every instinct told me that whatever was beyond that guarded door was important. We'd come too far to turn back now. "Is there any other way in?" I asked the guard. "Any... alternative arrangements we could make?"

What harm could it do to ask, right?

For a moment, I thought the man might simply toss us out on principle. But then a calculating look entered his eyes. "There might be one other way," he said shrugged. “Do any of you have any ability to use sigiltech?”

Matt groaned beside me, already knowing where this was going. I couldn't help the slow smile that spread across my face. "As a matter of fact," I said, "it just so happens that I do.”

The guard's eyebrows rose fractionally. "Is that so? Well then, why don't you prove it? Say...by relieving me of my sidearm?"

Of course, it made sense that I would have to prove my ability to bypass a ten-k cover charge. Still, I didn't want to reveal the full extent of my capabilities. So I made a show of focusing, even muttering a nonsense word under my breath for effect, before reaching out with my power.

The guard's weapon flew from its holster, sailing through the air to land neatly in my outstretched hand. "Will that suffice?" I asked, unable to keep a note of smugness from my voice.

The guard's expression remained impassive, but I caught a flicker of something—respect, maybe even a hint of fear—in his eyes. He held out his hand, and I returned the weapon without comment.

"Very well," he said, reaching into his jacket to produce a small, ornate token. "This will grant you and your companions passage. Present it to the guards at the far door. They'll direct you further."

“What if we just want to roll the dice in the casino?” Emerald asked.

“Present it to the guards at the far door,” the hulk repeated.

I accepted the token, its weight surprisingly substantial in my palm. "Thank you."

The guard's eyes hardened, his hand pressing on my chest again before we could pass. “Just a friendly bit of advice. We know how to deal with sigiltech users here. There are countermeasures in place, and snipers positioned throughout the casino. You won't see them, but they'll see you. Try anything, and you'll be dead before you hit the floor. Understood?"

I nodded, impressed despite myself. They had clearly given this some thought. "Perfectly. We're just here to have some fun, nothing more."

With a final, assessing look, the guard stepped aside. As we moved past him into the main area of the casino, I could almost feel the weight of unseen eyes upon us. I doubted the snipers were an idle threat.

"I can't believe you did that," Matt hissed as we made our way across the room. "We're in way over our heads here, Ben."

"Relax," I said, trying to project more confidence than I felt. "We're just going to take a look around, see what we can learn. No harm in that, right?"

"No harm until someone decides to use us for target practice," Quasar muttered.

Emerald, on the other hand, was practically vibrating with excitement. Her eyes darted from one gaming table to the next, a predatory gleam in her gaze. "Oh man, I bet I could clean up at some of these games. Just one round, Boo? Please?"

I fixed her with a stern look. "Focus, Em. We're here on a mission, remember? No gambling."

She didn't argue further. As we approached the guarded door at the far end of the room, I could feel the tension ratcheting up among our group.

The guards at this door were, if anything, even more imposing than the one we'd encountered at the entrance. Their eyes swept over us with cold efficiency, clearly unimpressed by our somewhat ragtag appearance.

"Pass," one of them grunted.

I held out the token we'd been given. The guard who had spoken took it, examining it closely before nodding to his companion. Without a word, they stepped aside, revealing a short corridor beyond.

"Down the hall, third door on the right," the first guard said. "Don't deviate."

The corridor was dimly lit, the walls lined with what looked like some kind of sound-dampening material. Our footsteps were unnaturally muffled as we made our way to the indicated door.

This one was unguarded, but a quick inspection revealed a sophisticated locking mechanism. I held the token up to a scanner beside the door, and after a moment, it slid open with a soft hiss.

The scene that greeted us was so unexpected, so utterly alien to anything I'd encountered before, that for a moment I could only stare in stunned silence.

We found ourselves on a raised platform overlooking what could only be described as a gladiatorial arena. The circular space below was surrounded by about a hundred plush seats, occupied with the same kind of crowd gambling outside. Well-dressed servants waited one or two to a seat, while dozens of high-resolution cameras ringed the floor, feeding the proceeds to who-knew-how-many someones in who-knew-how-many somewheres.

But it wasn't the audience that held my attention.

In the center of the arena, two figures faced off against each other. Both wore form-fitting bodysuits covered in a network of glowing lines.

“Sigils,” Matt muttered beside me.

Only instead of a ring or a bracelet, someone had figured out how to etch them into flexible clothing. It was an unexpected advancement that caught me completely off-guard.

As we watched, one of the combatants made a sharp gesture, and their opponent was suddenly hurled across the arena as if struck by an invisible battering ram.

"What the hell?" Quasar breathed beside me.

The thrown fighter recovered quickly, rolling to their feet and retaliating with a burst of what looked like pure energy. The air crackled with power as the two combatants unleashed chaos on one another.

“Hey, Boo,” Emerald said. “Have you ever seen Fight Club?”

I nodded. I had. And this was like that. Only so much not like that.

I tore my eyes away from the spectacle below, scanning the observers. It didn't take long to spot the Mafioso. He was seated in the prime viewing spot, watching the fight with keen interest.

A particularly loud crash drew my attention back to the arena just in time to see one of the fighters slam their opponent's head into the ground with bone-crushing force. There was a collective gasp from the audience, followed by raucous cheering as the victor stood, arms raised in triumph.

"This is awful," Emerald said, her earlier excitement completely gone. "How can they just sit there and watch this?"

"I told you this was a bad idea," Matt said, his face pale. "We need to get out of here, Ben. Now."

I hesitated, torn between the urge to flee and the nagging feeling that I needed to know more. "I had no idea sigiltech use had become this... widespread," I said, more to myself than the others. "This many users in one place, it doesn't make sense. Only a tiny fraction of the population should even be capable of⁠—"

My mutterings were cut short as a hand clamped down on my shoulder. I turned to find myself face-to-face with yet another burly guard.

"You," he said, his eyes fixed on the token I still held. "You're up next."

I blinked, uncomprehending. "I'm what?"

The guard's grip tightened. "You have a fighter's pass. That means you fight. Now."

"Wait, no," I protested, finally understanding. "There's been a mistake. We're not here to⁠—"

But the guard was already propelling me towards a stairway leading down to the arena floor. "No mistakes," he growled. "You came here to fight, so you'll fight. Or you'll wish you had."

As the guard shoved me forward, I caught a glimpse of my friends' horrified faces. Matt looked ready to intervene, but Quasar held him back, her expression grim. They knew as well as I did that any resistance now would likely get us all killed.

My mind raced as I was led down the stairs. I had no idea what kind of rules governed these fights, or what sort of abilities my opponent might possess. And while I was confident in my own skills, the thought of using them for some twisted form of entertainment made my stomach churn.

As we reached the arena floor, another attendant approached, carrying one of the glowing bodysuits I'd seen the previous fighters wearing. "Put this on," the guard ordered. "You've got two minutes."

“Shaq,” I whispered. “Stay with my clothes and sneak out of here when you can. Get back to the others, tell them what’s happening.”

“Mmmhmm,” Shaq answered quietly.

With trembling hands, I began to don the suit. It fit snugly, almost like a second skin, and I could feel pinpricks wherever the glowing lines touched my body. It had to be from tiny needles jabbing into my flesh, allowing me to use my uncommon blood to power up the sigils and siphon chaos energy.

"Thirty seconds," the guard barked.

I took a deep breath, centering myself. I'd faced down Blorb, saved the Spiral from destruction. I could handle one fight. And maybe, just maybe, I could find a way to turn this situation to our advantage.

As I stepped into the center of the arena, the gathered aristocrats surrounding me offered a meager round of golf claps, clearly not expecting much from my participation. Across from me, my opponent was already in position. A wiry woman with close-cropped hair and a predatory grin.

"Ladies and gentlemen," a booming voice announced, "our next bout is about to begin! In the red corner…who cares! And in the blue corner, the undefeated champion of the lower levels, the Sigil Siren herself–Raven!"

The observers cheered wildly at the mention of Raven's name. Clearly, she was a favorite here.

As we faced each other, waiting for the signal to begin, Raven's grin widened. "Fresh meat," she purred. “Try not to lose too quickly. The sponsors expect a good show.”

I said nothing, my mind racing through potential strategies. I had no idea what this woman was capable of, but I knew I shouldn’t reveal the full extent of my own abilities. Not here, not with so many eyes watching. I’d have to power up the sigils on the body suit so no one got suspicious. A quick glance at Raven’s matching outfit revealed push, pull, light, excite, dampen, and reflect. A pretty basic set of sigils.

A loud tone rang out, signaling the start of the match. Raven wasted no time, immediately launching into a flurry of attacks. Bursts of push against specific parts of my body slammed into me from multiple angles, each impact feeling like a punch from a heavyweight boxer.

I staggered, caught off guard by the ferocity of her assault. But as another wave of attacks came at me, I managed to throw up a hasty reflect, the invisible barrier coming into existence just in time to deflect the worst of the blows.

Raven's eyes narrowed. "Oh? Not a total newbie after all. Good. I was worried this would be boring."

She redoubled her efforts, her attacks becoming more varied and unpredictable. Lashes of excited light crackled through the air, seeking any weakness in my defenses. I found myself constantly on the back foot, barely able to keep up with her relentless offensive.

As I ducked and weaved, desperately trying to avoid being overwhelmed, my mind raced. I needed to find a way to end this quickly, before I was forced to reveal too much of what I could do. But how?

Another of Raven's attacks slipped past my guard, catching me squarely in the chest. I flew backward, slamming into the arena wall with bone-jarring force.

As I slumped to the ground, gasping for breath, Raven advanced on me, that predatory grin still fixed on her face. "Is that all you've got, fresh meat? Sad.”

I glared up at her, anger and frustration bubbling up inside me. This whole situation was insane. People using sigiltech as some kind of bloodsport, while others sat and watched for entertainment. It was everything Keep had feared when he'd tried to bury the knowledge of sigiltech in the first place.

As Raven raised her hand, no doubt preparing to deliver the coup de grâce, I stopped holding back.

Negate was the easiest first move, wiping out her finishing blow without any effort. Her eyes went wide the moment she realized the last attack had no effect, becoming fearful because she thought she knew what came next.

But I wasn’t here to kill anyone. She reacted with surprise when I wrapped her in contain, holding her tightly with relative ease. I maintained her like that as I rose to my feet and walked over to where she floated, trapped in the middle of the ring. It hadn’t been much of a fight. Hadn’t really given the spectators an exciting show, and they let me know it.

“Kill her!” came a shout from my left.

“Finish it!” another from my right.

Boos began raining down on me as I released the contain, letting her land freely.

“What are you doing?” she asked, looking around nervously.

“I don’t need to kill you to prove my worth,” I replied.

“You need to kill me to win the fight. It doesn’t end until one of us is dead.”

The boos intensified. I turned to the crowd, noticing that the spectator’s goons were all moving forward, prepared to force the issue if needed.

I exhaled a sharp sigh. I should have known better. Sometimes, I could be so stupid.
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Mackle had warned me that the lower levels were bad news. Matt had warned me not to come down here. Quasar, too.

I considered letting Raven kill me, at least to the point that the aristocrats would think I was dead and the clean up crew would haul me away. But I didn’t really want to be dumped out of an airlock, even if I could keep myself alive in a vacuum for a while.

“Well?” Raven said.

“Why aren’t you trying to kill me?” I asked.

“Are you kidding? You used sigils that aren’t even on your suit. You’re a Gilded, aren’t you?”

“Guilty as charged,” I lied.

Raven started laughing.

“What?”

“I hope you can talk your way out of this, because I’d hate to see what happens to everyone else on this station otherwise.”

“I wouldn’t destroy the whole station.”

“Not intentionally.”

“I don’t really want to advertise that I’m the Prime Archon. It might make people less willing to help me.”

“Out here? It would definitely make people less willing to help you. What are you doing here, anyway?”

“I just wanted to talk to that guy.” I pointed to the Mafioso. “Who has enough electro to buy their way in?”

She snorted at that. “Richter? You know he’s Family, right?”

“I figured as much.”

“Take out the bodyguards. He’ll appreciate that.”

“I don’t really want to kill anyone.”

“You don’t need to. Just take them out. All of them. This whole setup is because the Family’s recruiting sigiltech users. They lure them here with promises of riches if they get accepted into the club. Then they fight one of us, and a lot of times they die. Except for when they fight me. Then they always die. Until you came along, anyway.”

“Sorry.”

“You should be.”

The goon squad had reached the edge of the ring and started drawing sidearms.

“I strongly suggest that one of you start murdering the other,” Richter said, perturbed. “Or neither one of you will leave the ring.”

I glanced to my left, where I noticed Matt gesturing, silently asking me what I wanted them to do. I offered him a smile and an eyebrow wiggle, and he planted his face in his palm.

I drew in a breath, pulling in chaos energy with it. My suit began to glow, brightly enough the spectators began cheering because they were sure I was about to launch a fatality against Raven. She stepped back as the light became almost blinding, squinting against it.

Step one, I pulled all the guns from all the goons, sucking them toward me like a Hoover before letting them fall in a circle at my feet. I gave the surprised guards a couple of seconds to make menacing faces and reach for the edge of the ring to vault over before I went to the step two.

I pulled again, lifting them to the overhead and pinning them there, twenty feet off the deck. I held them like that while I turned to face Richter.

“Sir,” I said. “I was hoping my friends and I could have an audience with you. In private.”

Richter eyed me curiously before pointing to the bodyguards pinned to the ceiling. “I’m not sure I want to do anything with you in private, mister…”

“Hondo,” I said.

“Mister Hondo. Although, I do very much want to get to know you better. You’re just the sort of person I’ve been looking for.”

“I promise I won’t hurt you,” I said. “And maybe we can help each other.”

“Do you know what promises are worth out here, Mister Hondo? About as much as a life, I’m afraid.”

“If I wanted to kill you, I could have done it already.”

He cracked a laugh. “Now that, I believe!” He rose languidly to his feet. “Very well. Release my associates’ associates, and we can chat in my booth on the floor outside. That’s as private as you get.”

I lowered the bodyguards gently, letting them land on their feet. For good measure, I pushed their guns back at them, leaving them hanging just within reach. They collected their sidearms while Richter laughed.

“Impressive! Change your clothes and meet me back out here in five minutes. Raven, you too.”
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As we exited the arena, I couldn't shake the feeling that we'd narrowly avoided disaster. I’d sent a log of chaos energy through my body in the last ten minutes, making my hands tremble slightly and leaving me drained as I changed back into my regular clothes. Shaq, true to form, had managed to sneak away, and was no doubt perched on Quasar’s shoulder by now.

"That was quite a show you put on out there," Raven remarked as I exited my dressing room. “Thank you for not killing me.”

I offered her a tight smile. “Just don’t make me regret it.”

One of her eyebrows went up. “It sounds like someone’s been burned before.”

My thoughts drifted back to Blorb, and the time he spent on the ship as Alter. “Yeah, you could say that.”

“Well, I’m only alive by your will, so I owe you for that. Least I can do is not try to kill you back.”

We rejoined Matt, Quasar, and Emerald in the corridor.

“Can we just not ever do that again," Matt grumbled.

"Sorry," I murmured back, genuinely contrite. "I didn't realize what I was getting us into."

"Next time, maybe listen when we tell you something's a bad idea?" Quasar suggested. “I know you’re pretty high on your abilities, but you aren’t invincible.”

“And neither are we,” Matt pointed out.

I nodded. "Lesson learned. I’ll be smarter about it next time.”

“For what it’s worth, I thought you were amazing, Boo,” Emerald said. “I loved it.”

“Not helping,” Matt muttered.

“You friends now?” Shaq asked, referring to Raven.

“Is that a Jagger?” Raven questioned back.

“Mmmhmm,” Shaq replied.

“He is,” Ben said. “And we both appreciate that you correctly identified him.”

“What else could he be?”

“Blue squirrel?” Matt offered.

Raven shook her head. “I don’t see it. At all.”

“I like her,” Shaq said.

“To answer your question,” Raven said, backing up. “Hondo and I aren’t try to kill one another anymore. I suppose that might be the start of a friendship?” She sounded hopeful.

“You never know,” I replied. “I don’t really know you that well yet.”

“So, are we out of here or what?” Emerald asked, eager to get me away from the other woman.

“Not yet,” I promised. "We just need to talk to Richter first."

One of Richter's bodyguards appeared at the end of the hallway as if my statement had summoned him. "This way," he grunted, gesturing for us to follow.

We were led back into the main casino area, the sounds of laughter and clinking glasses a jarring contrast to the brutality of the arena. The guard guided us to a secluded booth near the back of the room, where Richter was already waiting.

As we approached, Richter waved dismissively at his security detail. "That will be all," he said, his voice dripping with smug confidence. "I don't think you would stand a chance against Mister Hondo here, anyway."

The guards exchanged uneasy glances but complied, moving to take up positions a discreet distance away.

Richter gestured for us to sit, his eyes never leaving me as we settled into the plush seats. "So," he began, leaning forward with an air of intense curiosity, "where exactly are your sigils, Mister Hondo? I don't see any rings or other jewelry."

I hesitated for a moment, then tapped my chest lightly, hoping he'd draw the intended conclusion without me having to spell it out.

Richter's eyebrows shot up, a look of genuine surprise crossing his face. "Well, well," he murmured. "A Gilded. I'm impressed. Again." He chuckled, shaking his head. "You know, I've met a couple of your kind out here. Both trying to disappear after that whole failed takeover of the Empire debacle."

I felt my companions tense beside me, but I kept my expression neutral. "Is that so?"

Richter nodded, his eyes gleaming with interest. "Oh yes. Fascinating individuals. But none of them could hold a candle to what you just displayed in the arena."

"Speaking of the arena," I said, eager to steer the conversation away from my abilities, "what exactly is going on down there?"

Richter leaned back, a self-satisfied smile playing at his lips. "Ah, yes. Our little recruitment drive. You see, we're trying to bring sigiltech users into the Family. Bolster our defenses, so to speak. We have a lot of enemies and rivals out here in the Rim, not to mention the general lawlessness of the region. And I’m sure you know, like with any new business the first movers always have an advantage. We aim to be first when it comes to sigiltech. So, we operate multiple rings across the sector."

I frowned, remembering the brutality of the arena. "But how does that help you build numbers when the trials are deathmatches? Less than one percent of the human population can use sigiltech in the first place. Aren't you just wasting potential recruits?"

Richter's smile faltered slightly. "They aren't all deathmatches," he explained, a hint of defensiveness creeping into his tone. "The guards give out tokens representing what kind of fight it should be based on their assessment of the applicant. They thought you'd be a waste of time to bother training." He scowled. "They clearly need to be replaced.” He started lifting his hand as if he was going to order their immediate execution, before thinking better of it.

"So, what?" Matt interjected. "You just lure people in with promises of riches and then throw them to the wolves?"

Richter's eyes flicked to Matt, his expression hardening. "We offer opportunity. The strong survive and thrive. The weak…well, they were never going to make it out here anyway. And it’s not like the people coming to the Rim are in the best societal position to begin with. If they’re here, they’re here for a reason. Escaping trouble, seeking fortune, or just plain desperate.”

I felt a surge of disgust at his callous attitude, but I forced it down. We needed information, and antagonizing him wouldn't get us anywhere.

"And what exactly are you offering?" I asked, keeping my tone neutral.

Richter's focus snapped back to me, his smile returning full force. "Ah, now we're getting to the heart of the matter. Mister Hondo, I want to bring you into the fold. You're a cut above anyone we've had the opportunity to recruit. I promise to take good care of you and your companions. Money, protection, resources—all the perks of Family membership."

I leaned back, considering his words. "It's an interesting offer," I said carefully. "But I'm curious. You mentioned meeting other Gilded. What can you tell me about them?"

Richter's eyes narrowed slightly. "Why the interest?"

I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. "Professional curiosity. It's not often I run into others like myself."

He studied me for a moment, then nodded. "Fair enough. I don't know that much, to be honest. They were...cautious. Paranoid, even. Can't say I blame them, given the circumstances."

"Any names?" I pressed. “I’m just wondering if I know them.”

Richter drummed his fingers on the table, clearly weighing how much to reveal. Finally, he said, "I can give you the name of one who decided not to join up. Nevis, I think his name was. Ring any bells?"

I shook my head, filing the name away for later. “No. I’m not familiar with that one."

"Well, there you have it," Richter said, spreading his hands. "Now, about my offer..."

"It's certainly tempting," I replied, "but I've got a current job I need to finish first. Maybe we can revisit the idea once that's done?"

Richter's expression soured slightly, but he nodded. "Of course. Business is business, after all. Speaking of which, what exactly brings you out to our little corner of the Rim?"

I hesitated, then decided a bit of honesty might get us further. "We were hired to look into what’s happening on Hallon. You wouldn't to know anything about that, would you?"

Richter's eyebrows shot up. "Hallon? Now that is interesting. As it happens, what occurred there is a bit of a problem for the Family. We had...interests on that planet."

"The hemolite," I said, recalling my conversation with Mackle.

Richter's eyes narrowed. "You're well-informed. Yes, the miners there were extracting hemolite for us. It's a key component in creating sigiltech apparatus, including the bodysuit you wore in the ring."

I nodded, genuinely impressed. "That's quite an achievement. Even the smallest change to a sigil can break it. How did you manage to make them flexible?"

A smug smile spread across Richter's face. "Trade secret, I'm afraid. Though I will say that certain body types can't wear the suits. They do bend the sigils out of shape."

“Like Sydney Sweeney?” Emerald asked, drawing an amused cough from Matt while I did my best not to react.

"Where did you get those bodysuits?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me. “They’re amazing.”

Richter's smile turned cold. "Now, now, Mister Hondo. I'm not about to give up my supplier. A man has to keep some secrets in this business."

I held up my hands in a placating gesture. "Fair enough. So, about Hallon. You said it was a problem?"

Richter nodded, his expression turning serious. "Indeed. We've hired someone to look into it. Clean things up, as it were."

"Lyra," I said.

Richter's eyebrows shot up. "You two have met?"

"On Hallon," I confirmed. "She seemed... determined."

Richter chuckled. "That she is. One of the best in the business. You don't need to worry about that strange ship you’re chasing, Mister Hondo. Lyra will take care of it."

I frowned. "I have a contract. I can't just walk away."

"Oh?" Richter leaned forward, his interest piqued. "And who might this contract be with?"

I mimicked his earlier smugness. "I'm afraid I can't give up my source either."

Richter threw his head back and laughed. "Well played, Mister Hondo. Well played indeed." He reached into his jacket and produced a small, ornate card printed on hemolite alloy. Sigiltech metal. "Here. When you're free and clear of your current obligations, get in touch. We have much to discuss."

“Most people just transmit their pad ids,” I said.

“I’m not most people,” he replied without missing a beat as I took the card and slipped it into a pocket. His expression turned serious. "One last piece of advice, Mister Hondo. Don't cross the Family. Bad things tend to happen to those who do. Even Gilded."

The threat, thinly veiled as it was, hung in the air between us. I met Richter's gaze steadily. "Understood."

“What about me, sir?” Raven asked. Richter hadn’t even acknowledged her presence, even though he’d requested it.

He still didn’t answer her, instead turning to me. “Do you mind if Raven tags along with you? I think she can learn a lot from a man of your qualities.”

“No,” Emerald answered before I could reply.

“What she means is, what’s in it for us?” I asked.

“You clearly like her enough that you decided not to kill her in the ring, and I want to offer whatever…enticement I can to bring you back my way when the time comes. So, you can consider her a gift of sorts.”

“I didn’t realize she’s your slave,” I replied flatly.

“Not a slave. An employee. We’ll continue to pay her salary while she’s with you. And hopefully, she’ll learn a thing or two that she can bring back to us. Hands-on experience, as it were. And you get another qualified sigiltech user to aid you with your endeavor.”

“No,” Emerald repeated.

“We’ll need a little more than that,” I said.

Richter smiled. “Of course. How does ten-thousand electro sound? To sweeten the pot.”

“Deal,” Matt chimed in.

I glanced at Raven. Her eyes were pleading for me to bring her along. “Like my companion said. Deal.”

Richter pulled out a single chip from his pocket. “You can cash this in on your way out.” With that, he rose, signaling the end of our conversation. As we stood to leave, he caught my arm. "Oh, and Mister Hondo? Do give my regards to Lyra when you see her again. If you’re planning to honor your contract, I have a feeling your paths will cross sooner rather than later."

We made our way to the cashier, traded the chip for more electro in our account, and left the casino with Raven in tow, returning to the lift and rising back to the upper levels. We still needed to visit Sir Mix-a-lot after all.

"Well," Matt said as we exited into the corridor, "that was... intense."

“It all worked out okay,” I replied. “Welcome aboard, Raven.”

“Yes, welcome,” Shaq echoed.

“Meh,” Emerald muttered under her breath.

“Thank you for bringing me with you. After what happened in the ring, I don’t know what Richter might have done with me if you hadn’t.”

“He asked you to join us at the meeting,” Matt said. “I think he planned to pawn you off on us the entire time.”

“Pawn? Like I’m some kind of liability?” She raised her hand, where four rings with different sigils etched into them rested. “Think again, normie.”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “I think introductions are in order. The norm is Matt, co-owner of our ship and pilot extraordinaire. Zar, our former Royal Guard and tactical guru. Shaq, our little assassin and spy. And Emerald.”

“Nice to meet you all,” Raven said. “What’s your specialty, Emerald?”

“Killing female sigiltech users,” she replied mirthlessly.

“I get the feeling you don’t like me.”

“Just say away from my Boo, and we’ll be fine.”

“Em, we discussed this,” I said.

She lowered her head. “Sorry. I know. I’m just overprotective. It’s my motherly instinct.”

“Well, my real name isn’t Raven. It’s Sonia. I’m happy to meet you all, especially you, Shaq.”

“Let’s finish our shopping and get going,” I said. “We’ve wasted too much time here already.”

“Sonia,” Emerald said, “if you want to make yourself useful, keep an eye out for lipstick.”
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As we made our way back to Head Case, our newly acquired canisters of raw materials for Asshole clanking softly in our arms, I couldn't help but notice Emerald's sullen expression. Her earlier excitement had been replaced by a palpable disappointment.

"I can't believe we went through all that, and I still didn't get any lipstick," she muttered.

"Em, we were a little busy,” Matt replied, exasperated. "I think lipstick was pretty low on the priority list."

"You don't understand," Emerald answered. "It's not just about the lipstick. It's the principle of the thing."

I shared a bemused glance with Quasar, who just shook her head. We both knew better than to feed Emerald’s fire.

As we approached Head Case, I couldn't help but feel a sense of relief at the sight of our oddly-shaped vessel. After the chaos of Zero General, the familiar contours of our converted robot head were a welcome sight.

Meg and Leo were waiting for us in the hangar with a hover cart, curiosity evident on their faces as they took in our new companion.

"Successful shopping trip?" Meg asked warily.

"You could say that," I replied, setting down my load. "We got what we came for, and then some." I gestured to Sonia. "This is Sonia. She'll be joining us for a while."

Sonia stepped forward, offering a tentative smile. "Hello. It's nice to meet you."

Leo's eyes widened as he took in the rings adorning Sonia's fingers. "Are those...?"

"Sigil rings? Yeah," Sonia confirmed, her smile growing a bit more confident. "I'm a sigiltech user."

“The more the merrier,” Meg said.

“Especially more help for Ben,” Leo added. “Welcome aboard.”

“Thank you,” Sonia replied.

"Leo, can you take these canisters and get them installed?"

“Of course," Leo said. He gathered up the canisters on the cart and headed off.

"So," Meg said, crossing her arms, "care to fill us in on how exactly we acquired a new crew member?"

"It's a long story. Let's just say things got a little… complicated down there."

"When don't they with you?" Meg replied with a wry smile.

“If he had listened to Matt and me in the first place, none of that would have happened,” Quasar said.

“Again, when doesn’t that happen?” Meg said with a grin.

"Fair point," I conceded. "Look, we need to make some space in the living quarters. Emerald, would you mind sharing your room with Sonia?"

Emerald's head snapped up, her eyes narrowing. “What? Why me?"

“We don’t have enough space to give her private quarters, and Quasar has seniority. So…”

Emerald looked like she wanted to argue further, but something in my expression must have convinced her to hold her tongue. "Fine," she grumbled. "But I'm not sharing my snack stash."

"That's fair," Sonia said quickly, clearly trying to smooth things over. "I wouldn't want to impose."

I nodded, grateful for Sonia's tact. "Emerald, why don't you give Sonia a tour of the ship? Help her get settled in."

For a moment, I thought Emerald might refuse. But then she sighed dramatically and gestured for Sonia to follow her. "Come on, newbie. Let me show you around. It’s like they say. Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.” She practically bared her teeth at Sonia before laughing and waving for her to follow.

“Meg,” Quasar said. “You and I should see if we can get an update on that strange ship’s position. With your permission, Ben?”

“That sounds like a good idea,” I replied.

“”You know what's weird?” Matt asked as soon as the two women boarded the elevator leading from the hangar bay.

“What?” I asked.

“Neither Sonia nor Richter seemed to recognize any of us. I mean, we're not exactly low-profile after everything that happened with Blorb and the Empire. Not to mention Kill Spree. I’m honestly surprised we can go anywhere without being recognized.”

“We’re not exactly Gia,” I reminded him. “But I can imagine Kill Spree being more popular out here than the nightly news. Anyway, I think they probably do recognize us. They just aren't admitting to it."

"Why would they do that?" Matt asked, confusion evident in his voice.

I shrugged. "Sonia's a small fish. She's not going to risk causing trouble, especially if she thinks we might be her ticket out of that fighting pit. As for Richter..." I trailed off, considering reasons why he might have played dumb. "I think he wants our help with the world-eater ship. Maybe he also figures he can recruit me with enough incentive if he plays his cards right."

Matt's eyebrows shot up. "World-eater?"

I chuckled. "Okay, it doesn't actually eat worlds. It just mines them. But you have to admit, 'world-eater' sounds cooler than strange mining ship.”

"Can't argue with that," Matt conceded with a grin. His expression turned serious again. "So, what do you think about Sonia?”

I shrugged, considering the question. "She's skilled with sigiltech, that much is clear. And she seems... I don't know, genuine? I think we might be able to become friends. But I'm not interested beyond that, if that's what you're asking."

Matt held up his hands defensively. "Hey, I wasn't implying anything. Just trying to get a read on the situation."

“I know you thought following Richter was a bad idea, and it probably was. But at least we picked up some valuable intel from it.”

“And ten thousand electro,” Matt added. “I can’t be too mad about that. So, what's our next move?"

"Let's head up to the flight deck and work with Meg and Quasar on finding our world-eater friend.”

We made our way to the flight deck, where Meg had already pulled up the local star map on the projector. She and Quasar were plotting positions from Hallon across the Rim. Marching ants led from the mining world directly toward another planet a relatively short distance away.

“Is that the world-eater’s projected path?” I asked.

Meg glanced over her shoulder, an amused expression on her face. "World-eater? Really?"

I shrugged, unrepentant. "It has a nice ring to it."

Meg shook her head in response to the name. “Well, your so-called world-eater that doesn’t actually eat worlds is on the move. Based on its current trajectory, it looks like it's headed for a planet called Galvus."

"What do we know about that planet?”

“Levi, zoom in on Galvus,” Meg said.

The projection zoomed in, following the marching ants at twenty times normal speed until a rust-colored planet filled the projection.

"It's another mining colony,” Meg explained. “More established than Hallon but still pretty remote. They were mining before the sigiltech cat came out of the bag, so probably not hemolite.”

“That doesn’t mean they don’t have hemolite in their mines,” Quasar said.

“No,” Meg agreed. “The population is close to a hundred thousand, so a much bigger operation than Hallon. There are four separate mining locations around the planet, so if the world-eater is planning on a fully belly, it might take a while.”

"How long until the world-eater reaches Galvus?"

Meg's expression turned grim. “Best guess? Three days, give or take a few hours."

"And how long would it take us to get there?" Matt asked, though I suspected we all knew the answer.

"Six days," Meg confirmed, her voice tight. "We can't get there before it reaches the surface.”

I closed my eyes, feeling the weight of potential lives lost settling on my shoulders. When I opened them again, I saw my own concern mirrored in Matt and Meg's faces.

"We can't just sit here and do nothing," Matt said, voicing what we were all thinking.

I nodded. "You're right. But we also can't go charging in half-cocked. We need a plan."

"What about Lyra?" Meg asked. "You said she was headed that way too, right?"

"Yeah," I replied, a mixture of hope and frustration coloring my voice. "As much as I hate to admit it, I hope she's able to take care of this. She's got a head start on us and can probably confront the world-eater before it reaches orbit.”

Matt raised an eyebrow. "You're willing to let her handle this? I thought you wanted to be the hero."

I shot him a wry smile. "Don't get me wrong, I'd love to be the one to save the day. But this isn't about stroking my ego. If Lyra can stop that ship and save those people, I'll be the first to congratulate her."

"So, what's our play?" Matt asked.

I took a deep breath, weighing our options. "We stick to our original plan. We head to Galvus as fast as we can. Best case scenario, we arrive to find Lyra's taken out the trash. Worst case... well, let's hope it doesn't come to that."

Matt nodded, already moving towards the pilot's seat. "You got it. Setting course for Galvus."

As Matt began the pre-flight checks, I turned to Meg. "Keep monitoring the situation. If anything changes, if you pick up any transmissions from Galvus or spot any other ships headed that way, I want to know immediately."

"You got it," Meg replied.

I made my way to the command chair, settling in as the familiar hum of Head Case's engines began to build. As we prepared to leave Zero General behind, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were racing against more than just time. Something big was happening out here in the Rim, something that went beyond a single mining ship, no matter how massive.

"Alright, Team Hondo," I said. "Let's go save a world."

As Head Case disengaged from the docking clamps and began to maneuver away from Zero General, I found myself staring out at the star-studded expanse before us. Somewhere out there, two hundred thousand people were going about their daily lives, likely unaware of the danger headed their way.

"Course laid in," Matt announced from the pilot's seat. "Ready to jump on your mark."

"Do it."

The familiar sensation of spacetime expanding and contracting around us washed over the ship as we made the jump. The star field outside vanished into infinite darkness.

As we settled in for our journey, I couldn't help but wonder what awaited us at Galvus. Would we arrive to find Lyra victorious, the threat neutralized? Or would we be stepping into another disaster, forced to confront a force powerful enough to mangle entire worlds?

Only time would tell. And right now, it was the one thing we didn't have enough of.


CHAPTER 17
[image: ]


The gentle vibration of Head Case's hyperdrive had become a familiar backdrop to our lives over the past six days. As we hurtled through hyperspace towards Galvus, I found myself with some spare time to get to know our newest crew member.

I sought out Sonia on the third day of our journey, finding her in the small gym on Deck Two. She was going through a series of fluid movements, her hands glowing faintly as she manipulated the lightest free weights around her using sigiltech.

"Mind if I join you?" I asked.

Sonia startled slightly, the weights she'd been controlling clattering to the mat. "Oh! Ben. I didn't hear you come in."

I smiled apologetically. "Sorry, didn't mean to interrupt your practice."

She waved off my apology. "It's fine. I could use a break anyway." She eyed me curiously. "Did you need something?"

I shrugged, entering the room fully. “Nothing specific. We just haven’t had time to talk much since you came onboard. I figured there’s no time like the present for us to get to know each other a bit better."

Sonia nodded, a hint of wariness in her eyes. "Sure. Did you have any specific topic in mind?”

I decided to start with the obvious. “Probably obvious, but I’m most interested in when you got started using sigiltech.”

A small smile played at the corners of her mouth. "Officially? About four months. Unofficially…closer to a year.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Sigiltech hasn’t been out in the open for a year.”

“I know,” she replied. “But the Family had ties to Duke Nobukku. I’m not supposed to know this, but the suits we wore in the ring? The Family is the middleman for the supplier, who was making them for the users Duke Sedaya was training up. Only he never got them working correctly in time.”

The admission caught me off guard. “I never knew anything about that.”

“Yeah, well, the thing the Family is the absolute best at is keeping secrets.”

“You said you shouldn’t know that. So why do you?”

“That’s a longer story,” Sonia replied, settling onto one of the workout benches. I took a seat across from her, giving her space while maintaining eye contact.

"My father," she began, her voice taking on a harder edge, "is an enforcer for the Family. He used to be Royal Guard, like your friend Quasar. But he decided the pay was better on the other side of the law."

I nodded, encouraging her to continue.

"He's... not an easy man to live with," Sonia continued. "Loyal to a fault when it comes to the Family. He'd do anything for them. Including..." She trailed off, her gaze dropping to her hands.

"Including using his own daughter in sigiltech deathmatches?” I prompted gently.

Sonia took a deep breath before continuing. "When the Family started looking for sigiltech users, my father volunteered me immediately. Didn't even ask if I wanted to. He threw me into the ring with another user and told me that he hoped I would survive.”

I felt a surge of anger on her behalf. "That's... that's horrible."

Sonia nodded, her expression grim. "Yeah, well. That's life in the Family for you. Loyalty above all else, even family. Ironic, isn't it?"

We sat in silence for a moment, the weight of her words hanging between us. Finally, I spoke up. "You know, I have to admit, I'm surprised you're being so open with me. We barely know each other."

A wry smile crossed Sonia's face. "Well, it's not like I have much to lose at this point. Besides," she added, her gaze sharpening, "I know who you are, Ben. Or should I say, Prime Archon?"

I blinked, taken aback by her directness. "You knew?"

She nodded. "I figured it out pretty quickly. And I'm sure Richter knows too, even if he didn't let on at first."

I leaned back, considering her words. "Well, I guess the cat's out of the bag. Does that change anything?"

Sonia shook her head. "Not for me. If anything, it makes me feel better about coming with you. I figure if anyone can keep me safe from the Family, it's the guy who saved the entire Spiral."

"I had a lot of help, you know."

"I'm sure you did," Sonia replied. "But still, it's impressive. I’d like to know more about you, Ben. How you came to be so adept at sigiltech, where you came from, everything.”

“That’s probably the longest story,” I answered. “But how about I regale you stories of my general naiveté and fortunes both good and bad while we do some training? I'd love to see what you can do with sigiltech."

Sonia's eyes lit up. "Really? You'd help me train?"

I nodded, standing up and moving to the center of the room. "Of course. We're on the same team now, right? Besides, I'm curious to see how you stack up."

For the next hour, we worked on various sigiltech techniques. I set up small objects around the room for Sonia to manipulate, guiding her through exercises to improve her focus and control.

"Good," I said as she successfully lifted three objects simultaneously. "Now try moving them in different directions."

Sonia's brow furrowed in concentration as she attempted the more complex maneuver. Two of the objects wobbled slightly but maintained their trajectory. The third, however, clattered to the floor.

"Damn it," Sonia muttered, frustration evident in her voice.

"Hey, don't be too hard on yourself," I said encouragingly. "That was a tough exercise. You're doing well."

Sonia sighed, lowering the remaining objects gently to the ground. "Thanks. But I know I'm not very powerful. At least, not compared to you."

I shrugged. "Power isn't everything. Control and creativity are just as important, if not more so."

She nodded, though I could tell she wasn't entirely convinced. "I guess. It's just... in the Family, power is everything. If you're not the strongest, you're expendable."

I felt a pang of sympathy for Sonia. The world she'd grown up in was so different from my own experiences. "Well, you're not with the Family anymore," I said firmly. "Here, we value each other for who we are, not just what we can do."

A small smile tugged at the corners of Sonia's mouth. "Thanks, Ben. That...that means a lot."

As we wrapped up our training session, I couldn't help but feel like we'd made a connection. Sonia was still guarded in many ways, but I could see the beginnings of trust forming between us.

"Same time tomorrow?" I asked as we headed for the door.

Sonia nodded, a genuine smile lighting up her face. "I'd like that."

Over the next few days, our training sessions became a regular occurrence. As Sonia grew more comfortable with me and the rest of the crew, she opened up more about her past, while I filled her in on mine.

As our journey neared its end, Emerald surprised us all by announcing a movie night.

"Alright, listen up, Team Hondo!" she declared, bursting onto the flight deck with her usual exuberance. "We're having a mandatory movie night, and no one's getting out of it!"

Matt raised an eyebrow. "Mandatory? Since when do you get to make things mandatory?"

Emerald rolled her eyes. "Since our fearless leader over here clearly knows nothing about the Mafia, and it's my duty to educate him."

I couldn't help but chuckle. "Let me guess. We're watching The Godfather?"

"Bingo!" Emerald exclaimed, pointing finger guns at me. "See? You're learning already!"

And so, that evening found us all gathered in the lounge, the lights dimmed as Emerald queued up the movie.

As the opening strains of the iconic theme filled the room, I heard a sudden yelp from beside me. Sonia had nearly jumped out of her skin as Ixy's voice came from directly behind her.

"Hellossss,” Ixy said, her multiple eyes blinking in curiosity. "You are newsss.”

Sonia's eyes were wide as saucers as she took in Ixy's form. "I... uh... yes. I'm Sonia. You…you’re a xixitl, right?”

Ixy was as surprised as Shaq had been to be identified correctly. “Yesss. How did you knowsss?”

“I wanted to be a xenobiologist when I was younger.” She looked at me. “Before the family. I used to look up all the different alien species in the Spiral. I think they’re all fascinating. Especially you and Shaq. It's nice to meet you."

"Sonia, meet Ixy,” I said. “Ixy, this is Sonia. She's going to be with us for a while."

"Nice to meetssss you," Ixy replied, settling herself into a comfortable position nearby.

As the movie progressed, I found myself drawn into the complex world of the Corleone family. The power struggles, the loyalty, the violence.

Beside me, Sonia watched with rapt attention. "It's uncanny," she murmured at one point. "The similarities between this and the Family...it's like they used this as a blueprint."

“Really?” Emerald replied. “I don’t see it.”

As the credits rolled, a lively discussion broke out among the crew. Comparisons were drawn between the Corleone family and what we knew of the Family in the Outer Rim. Theories were tossed around about their true motives and the extent of their influence.

"I have to say," Sonia said, her voice tinged with a mix of awe and nostalgia, "seeing Earth like that... it's incredible. The cities, the cars, the clothes—it's so different from anything in the Spiral."

Matt nodded enthusiastically. "Oh yeah, Earth's got its charms. Though I have to say, I don't miss the traffic."

As the conversation wound down and people began to drift off to their quarters, I found myself lingering in the lounge with Sonia.

"Thank you," she said softly. "For including me in this. It's been nice to feel like part of something again.”

I smiled, placing a hand on her shoulder. "You are part of something, Sonia. You're part of Team Hondo now."

The warmth in her eyes told me more than words ever could. “You’ve been so kind to me, Ben.” She paused, getting a different look in her eye. “I don’t mean to pry but…you aren’t seeing anyone, are you?”

I swallowed hard. Normally pretty obtuse, I’d seen this one coming from the way Sonia had been looking at me, not only now but during our training sessions the last two days.

“Sonia, you’re smart, talented, courageous, and definitely attractive. But⁠—”

“You’re not looking for complications,” she finished for me.

“No,” I admitted. “More than that. I don’t want to lead you on. I just don’t feel any spark there.”

“I appreciate your honesty,” she replied, hardly phased by the rejection. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right?”

“I agree.”

“So, friends?”

“Friends.”

She leaned across the couch and pecked me softly on the cheek. “Goodnight, Ben.”

“Goodnight,” I replied. I couldn’t help watching her as she left, part of me wondering if I had just made a mistake.

I guess only time would tell.
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“Expansion in thirty seconds," Matt announced from the pilot's seat, reaching out to grip the ship’s stick and throttle.

I kept my eyes glued to the forward surround, waiting for the timer to hit zero and Head Case to emerge from its FTL cocoon. We knew the world-eater had beat us here by two days. We also knew Lyra had likely either gotten ahead of it or arrived soon after. Had she found a way to destroy the massive ship, or at least dissuade it from attacking Galvus?

Or would we find the massive mining vessel clinging to the planet’s surface, the Family’s archon-for-hire MIA?

"Ten seconds," Matt called out.

I took a deep breath. "Here we go."

The star-streaked darkness of hyperspace fell away, replaced by total chaos.

"What the hell?" Matt exclaimed, jerking the stick hard left and punching the throttle as a massive asteroid nearly pulverized us. Another one was already angling right for us, and only a quick surge of chaos energy and a heavy push managed to keep it from impacting and sending us tumbling out of control.

"This can't be right," Meg said, confused. "There's no asteroid field charted anywhere near Galvus."

"Could this be what's left of the planet?" Leo asked, horror creeping into his tone.

I wondered the same thing for a moment, until the projected sensor grid showed Galvus on the far side of the asteroids, still intact, with the world-eater clinging to it like a leech.

“The planet’s there,” I said. “I don’t know where these rocks came from.”

“Who cares,” Emerald cried from the observation seats behind me. “Let’s just do our best not to get crushed, okay team?”

“Good idea,” Matt replied, cutting the stick hard and diving, retro thrusters firing to slow us enough to let a smaller asteroid shoot by, a larger one passing just behind us. Expert flying I never would have expected from Matt after our first time playing Star Squadron at VR Awesome.

“Oh, hell,” Sonia breathed from her seat beside Emerald. I looked to the forward surround, watching in disbelief as dozens of ships suddenly materialized from behind larger asteroids ahead, emerging from carefully concealed hiding spots between us and Galvus.

"It's a trap!" Quasar shouted, her hands already moving to bring our weapons online.

Matt sent Head Case into a wild spiral that pinned us all to our seats as energy beams lanced through the space we'd just vacated. I felt the deck shudder as missiles detonated against our shields.

"Sonia, with me!" I called out, removing my harness, jumping out of the command seat, and sprinting for the exit. We needed the extra firepower of the sigibellum, and fast. “Matt, you have the conn.”

“Copy that,” he growled back, focused on keeping us from being smashed or blasted to bits.

We raced to the elevator, thankfully already waiting on our deck. As the doors closed behind us, I turned to Sonia. "I want you to observe, in case I need backup."

“What am I observing?” she asked, her eyes wide with excitement and apprehension.

“You’ll see,” I replied with a lopsided grin.

We burst onto Deck Five, the sigibellum dark in front of us.

“What is that?” Sonia asked.

“An archon power-up,” I replied, rushing onto the device.

“As if you needed that,” she shot back.

As soon as my bare feet touched its surface, I felt the familiar surge of power coursing through me. Sonia stood at the edge, her eyes darting between me and the surrounding viewscreens, which became active with the etched deck.

Through the displays, I could see the battle unfolding in all its chaotic glory. At least two dozen ships of various sizes swarmed around us, using the asteroids for cover as they unleashed a barrage of weapons fire.

"Matt!" I called out over the comms. "I'm going to start redirecting asteroids. Be ready for some crazy movement!”

“Just don’t redirect them into us!” Matt replied.

I drew in chaos energy, siphoning it naturally and also pulling it in from the sigibellum. The sigils etched into the bulkheads around us responded, burning suddenly with intense blue light. Watching the displays and picking an asteroid, I gave it a big ole push.

The massive rock changed direction unexpectedly, catching one of the enemy vessels by surprise. The ship tried to maneuver away, but it was way too late. The asteroid smashed into it, obliterating it instantly and continuing on its new trajectory.

"Nice work," Sonia breathed beside me, her eyes wide with wonder.

I allowed myself a smile before refocusing on the battle, pulling a second, smaller asteroid through the space we’d just cleared. A barrage of enemy missiles slammed into it instead of us, breaking the rock into pieces that spun away, peppering our trailing enemies’ shields.

As I continued to manipulate the asteroid field, turning it into a deadly weapon against our attackers, Quasar's expert gunnery came into play. All right of the ships cannons spewed heavy ions, striking enemy ships with pinpoint accuracy. Systems failed and engines sputtered out as the ion blasts first ripped through their shields and then tore them apart.

Matt continued to weave Head Case through the increasingly treacherous battlefield. He dodged not only enemy fire but also the asteroids I was flinging about, using the massive rocks as cover while simultaneously lining us up for clear shots.

Two more enemy ships fell to our ion cannons, their systems completely fried. But our attackers were numerous and determined. No matter how many ships we destroyed, there always seemed to be another to replace it.

I gritted my teeth, knowing we needed to end this quickly. We were holding our own for now, but the strain of maintaining such intense control over the asteroid field was beginning to take its toll.

"Matt," I said, my voice tight with concentration. "We need an exit strategy. Any ideas?"

"I'm working on it," Matt replied, grunting as he sent Head Case into a corkscrew to avoid a cluster of incoming missiles, which slammed into an asteroid we just barely scraped past. "There's a gap forming in their formation at two o'clock. If we can punch through there, we might have a shot at breaking free of the field."

I studied the tactical display, noting the area Matt had indicated. It was a narrow opening, but it might be our best chance.

"Matt, head for the gap. Quasar, clear the path. I'll do what I can to keep the asteroids from crushing us.”

Matt sent Head Case into a sharp turn, accelerating towards the gap in the enemy formation. Quasar handled the co-pilot stick, using it to unleash a blistering barrage of ion cannon fire that scattered the smaller enemy ships.

I poured every ounce of energy I had left into manipulating the asteroid field, creating a temporary corridor of clear space for us to fly through while simultaneously pelting our pursuers with a hail of rocky projectiles.

For a heart-stopping moment, it seemed like we might make it. But then, just as we neared the edge of the asteroid field, a capital ship appeared directly in our path. It was easily ten times the size of Head Case, its hull lined with weapons.

"Oh, come on!" Sonia cried out in frustration.

But Matt didn't hesitate. With a series of maneuvers that should have been impossible for a ship of Head Case's size, he sent us into a wild spin. We swung around the larger vessel before it could get a bead, so close I could almost make out individual rivets on its hull.

The enemy captain, caught off guard by our audacious move, was slow to react. By the time they brought their weapons to bear, we were already past them, bursting free of the asteroid field and into open space.

"We're clear!" Matt shouted triumphantly.

But our victory was short-lived.

“They’re launching fighters,” Quasar said. “Bastards.”

I gritted my teeth, the beaded sweat on my brow running down my face and into my eyes. I swiped it away, noticing the weight of my arm as I did. Too much chaos energy, too quickly. I couldn’t do this for much longer. I glanced at Sonia, prepared to ask her to take over, even though she’d never used a sigibellum before.

“Here they come!” Matt cried, juking and jerking Head Case in a random pattern, desperate to keep them from getting a missile lock while Quasar rotated the cannons, firing wildly behind us.

“The reactor’s getting stressed,” Leo reported. “We need to either stop drawing power to the sigibellum or stop firing the guns.”

It was a hard choice to make.

Thankfully, we didn’t need to make it.

A new ship suddenly swooped in from nowhere, its sleek lines and predatory shape instantly recognizable.

Lyra.

Before anyone could react, Lyra's ship opened fire. Beams of energy lashed out, catching the unprepared fighters completely by surprise. In a matter of seconds, half of our pursuers were reduced to space debris. I slumped against the displays in front of me, Head Cases’ sigils dimming along with the sigibellum’s floor.

“We’re being hailed,” Meg said.

“Put it through,” Matt replied.

"This is Captain Lyra Vareth," her cool voice came through over our comms. "Looks like you could use a hand there, Hondo. Do try to keep up."

With that, her ship accelerated towards the asteroid field, weapons blazing. Our former attackers, caught between Lyra's onslaught and the treacherous asteroid field, quickly found themselves in disarray.

"Well," Matt said, a note of begrudging admiration in his voice. "I guess the cavalry has arrived."

I couldn't help shake my head, relief washing over me. "Matt, bring us about. Let's help Lyra clean up this mess." I shifted my attention to Sonia. “Do you see that guitar over there?”

She turned her head. “Yes.”

“Can you grab it for me?”

“Sure.” She seemed confused by the request, but she picked it up from its stand against the bulkhead and hurried it over. I pulled the strap across my shoulder and swung it into position, powering it up. “What’s that for?”

“You’ll see,” I answered for a second time, beginning to play I Wanna Rock.


CHAPTER 19
[image: ]


As we plunged back into the fray, the battlefield quickly transformed into a maelstrom of chaos. Lyra's ship cut through the enemy formation, sigils glowing, while its weaponry made short work of the smaller vessels. Meanwhile, I changed up my approach to the asteroids. Rather than using more energy to push and pull them—distance made it more difficult, even with the sigibellum—I used separate to break them into smaller chunks, creating sudden debris fields ahead of unsuspecting fighters that couldn’t navigate the stoney minefield. Shields absorbed some of the debris, but not all, and a few quick explosions followed.

"Ben," Quasar called out over the comms. "There's a cluster of enemy ships regrouping behind that large asteroid at our ten o'clock."

"Good eye. Matt, can you get us closer to that position?"

"On it," Matt replied, adjusting our course.

“Leo, how’s the reactor?” I asked.

“We’re back in safe levels,” he replied. “Thanks to Lyra’s intervention and whatever you did up there.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. The loss of the Star of Caprum forced me to consider power management when using the sigibellum. I wasn’t accustomed to that yet.

“Ben, almost there,” Matt announced.

As Head Case maneuvered into position, I activated pull again, targeting a specific asteroid. The sigils below my feet glowed more brightly, and with a grunt of effort, I began to shift its trajectory, aiming it directly at the cluster of enemy ships.

"Quasar," I called out. "Get ready to fire on my mark. We're going to sandwich them between our ion cannons and that rock."

"Understood," Quasar responded, her voice steady and focused.

The enemy ships, realizing too late the danger they were in, began to scatter. But they had nowhere to go. As the asteroid bore down on them from one side, I gave the order.

"Now!"

Head Case's ion cannons roared to life, sending brilliant beams of energy slicing through space. Caught between the approaching asteroid and our barrage, the enemy ships didn't stand a chance. Those that weren't crushed by the massive rock were blasted apart.

"Nice shooting, Zar,” Matt said, admiration clear in his voice.

But we had no time to celebrate. The larger enemy vessel was changing position, bringing all of its gun batteries to bear on the part of space we currently occupied.

"Lyra," I called out over the open comm channel. "We need to take out that capital ship. Any ideas?"

"Already on it, Hondo," came her cool reply.

"Easier said than done," I muttered.

"Perhaps," Lyra agreed, a hint of amusement in her voice. “Perhaps not.”

Before I could even locate Lyra’s ship on the displays surrounding me, a series of explosions blossomed along the cruiser's far side.

"Impressive flying," Matt commented, a note of begrudging respect in his voice.

I nodded in agreement. "Let's not let Lyra have all the fun. Matt, get us in close to that ship.”

“On it,” he replied.

Head Case rocketed forward, darting back and forth to avoid energy blasts from the ship’s batteries. Lyra's ship darted around the cruiser, drawing some of its fire.

“Matt, bring us in underneath and slows us down,” I said.

“Doing it,” he replied.

I sped up the tempo of my song, chaos energy building. The ship approached quickly on the displays in front of me, offering an increasing large target.

“Let’s see you do this, Lyra,” I muttered, probably a little too eager to show off.

With a thought, I triggered the action. A massive gout of chaos-borne fire spewed from Head Case’s bow as if the ship was breathing fire, pouring it into the enemy ship like a flamethrower.

Only, these weren’t normal flames. They powered through the cruiser’s already weakened shields, hitting the armored hull and rapidly melting its alloy until its interior was exposed. The flames didn’t stop there, flowing through the opened can and disintegrating everything it contacted.

“I’m picking up a major power spike from their reactor!” Quasar cried. “They’re overloading it to self-destruct.”

At once, I stopped playing, stopped the action, cut the flames. Exhausted, I dropped to my knees, breathing hard, coated in sweat.

Matt didn't need to be told twice. He sent Head Case into a steep dive, putting as much distance between us and the dying cruiser as possible. Lyra's ship followed suit, narrowly avoiding the massive explosion that consumed what was left of the enemy ship.

As the light from the explosion faded, an eerie silence fell over the battlefield.

"We did it," Sonia breathed.

I allowed myself a small smile, the adrenaline of battle slowly fading. "That we did. Nice work, everyone."

As the immediate danger passed, I became acutely aware of how drained I felt. Using the sigibellum so intensively for an extended period had taken its toll. I stumbled slightly as I stepped off the platform, grateful for Sonia's steadying hand on my arm.

"You okay?" she asked, concern evident in her voice.

I nodded, taking a deep breath. "Yeah, just tired. Let's get back to the others."

As we made our way back to the flight deck, I couldn't help but wonder about the timing of Lyra's arrival. It seemed too convenient to be mere coincidence. And then there was the question of who had set this trap for us in the first place, and why.

"Ben," Meg called out as soon as I entered the flight deck. “Lyra’s hailing us again.”

I nodded, settling into the command chair. "Put her through."

The main viewscreen flickered to life, revealing Lyra's cool, composed visage.

"Well, Hondo," she said, a hint of a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. “That was some display. I don’t believe I’ve seen that action before.”

“It’s a rare one, and challenging to use.” I tried not to build myself up too much with pride, but I did allow just a little puffing.

“Clearly. You look like you just stepped out of a sauna. Still, I’m not sure you even needed our help, after seeing that display.”

“Oh, we needed it,” Matt said, earning a sharp glare from me. He noticed and shrugged. “We were having some power issues, you took a lot of the pressure off.”

“I see. In that case, you're lucky I got here when I did."

"About that," I said, my expression turning serious. "Not that I'm not grateful, but what are you doing here? And how did you know we needed help?"

Lyra's expression shifted, becoming more guarded. "It's a complicated situation, Hondo. One best discussed in person. Why don't we rendezvous on my ship? It's the most secure option right now."

I hesitated, glancing at my crew. They all looked as curious and wary as I felt. I didn’t trust Lyra, and I certainly didn’t feel that good about joining her on her ship, especially in my weakened state. But after what we'd just been through, I knew we needed answers. Besides, she hadn’t helped us just to kill us later. She wanted something.

From what I had seen of her so far, maybe it was as simple as a chance to gloat some more in person.

“What about the world-eater?” I asked.

“World…eater?” She laughed. “Oh, you mean the mining ship. It’s active as we speak, the same way it was on Hallon.”

“So why don’t we do something about it?” I asked.

Her expression shifted subtly. “That’s one of the things I’d like to discuss.”

“You can’t crack it, can you?” I said.

“Do you want to link up to talk about it in person or not?” she replied, her earlier bravado finally retired.

“Okay,” I agreed. "We'll dock with you. But I want a full explanation. No more games."

She nodded, her expression solemn. “Very well. See you soon."

As the transmission ended, I turned to address my crew. “Matt, you still have the conn. Get Head Case docked to Lyra’s ship while I go hit the showers and put on some dry clothes.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

“Nice job, all of you.” I glanced at Sonia, still at my side. “I’ll let you play with the sigibellum once things cool down a little.”

“After seeing you, I’m looking forward to it,” she replied.

As Matt guided us towards Lyra's imposing vessel and I left the flight deck to shower, I knew we were on the verge of being drawn deep into something that went way beyond a single huge ship mining hemolite from planets in the Outer Rim. The unexpected asteroids and the size of the force that ambushed us proved that much.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know how deep this rabbit hole went.
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"Docking complete," Matt announced from the pilot's seat. "Airlocks are syncing now."

“Okay, team,” I said, rallying the troops. “Let's not forget why we're here. We need answers, and Lyra's our best shot at getting them."

"And if she decides to double-cross us?" Quasar asked.

"Then we improvise, as usual."

“Are you sure you’re up for this, Ben?” Matt asked, looking me over. “You’re still a bit pale.”

I had showered and changed into something a little more befitting a starship captain and Prime Archon, but nothing so formal as to be restrictive. I went with the Luke Skywalker as Jedi Master look. Return of the Jedi, not the Last Jedi.

So not the Last Jedi.

“I’m a little tired, but as long as I don’t need to manipulate any more asteroids, I’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know if we can guarantee that after what just happened,” Quasar said.

Shaq hopped onto my shoulder, curling around my neck protectively. “Don’t worry. Got this,” he buzzed.

“Levi, activate security protocols level two once we’re off the ship,” I said. “Meg, Leo, Ixy, keep an eye on things while we’re gone.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Leo replied.

We left the flight deck and went down to the hangar. The smaller door had linked up with Lyra’s ship, and I opened it as we approached, revealing a pristine, open airlock beyond. Lyra stood waiting for us, flanked by two members of her crew—the reptilian alien I remembered from Hallon, and the human woman with the blue hair.

"Welcome aboard the Answer,” Lyra said, her tone cool and professional. "I trust you'll find our accommodations more... upscale than what you're used to."

I bit back a retort, reminding myself that we were here for information, not to trade barbs. "Thank you for having us, Captain Vareth. The Answer. That’s an interesting name for a ship.”

“Whatever the problem, we have the Answer,” the blue-haired woman quipped.

“Sigilships aren’t exactly common. I’d love to know how you came into yours.”

“A story for another time, perhaps,” Lyra said. “I believe some introductions are in order." She gestured to her companions. "This is Issa," she said, indicating the towering reptilian. "My second-in-command and tactical officer." Issa inclined its head slightly, its yellow eyes studying us with predatory intensity.

"And this is Sapphire," Lyra continued, nodding towards the blue-haired woman. "Our tech specialist and resident hacker extraordinaire."

Sapphire gave us a crooked grin. "Charmed, I'm sure."

I returned the gesture, then began introducing my own crew. “You’ve already met Matt, my pilot and co-owner of Head Case. Quasar, our tactical expert. Emerald, our... well, Emerald."

Emerald beamed, giving a little wave. "Hi there! Love what you've done with the place. Very sleek. Very evil lair-chic." She glanced at Sapphire. “And we both have gemstone names! That’s so neat. Maybe we can be best friends.”

“Doubtful,” Sapphire replied flatly.

“You never know, I tend to grow on people.”

“Not in a good way,” Quasar muttered under her breath.

Lyra's gaze shifted to Sonia, and I saw a flicker of recognition in her eyes.

"And this is—” I began, but Lyra cut me off.

"Raven," she said. "I didn't expect to see you here. Last I heard, you were still fighting in Richter's little arena."

Sonia tensed beside me. “Raven in the ring, but my name is Sonia," she said. “I’m not doing the arena anymore. I’m with this crew now.”

Lyra's eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn't press the issue. "I see. Well, isn't this just full of surprises."

"Speaking of surprises," I interjected, eager to steer the conversation back on track, "I had an interesting chat with Richter before we left Zero General."

Lyra's expression remained neutral, but I caught a flicker of interest in her eyes. "Oh? And what did our mutual friend have to say?"

"He seemed pretty confident that you'd have this whole world-eater situation handled by the time we arrived," I said.

“World-eater?” Issa hissed before I could continue, his vocalization making him sound as though he were underwater.

“That’s what we’re calling it,” Matt said.

“It is better than strange giant mining ship,” Sapphire agreed.

“Thank you, Sapphire,” I replied. "In fact, Richter spoke quite highly of you. So, what happened?"

Lyra's composure slipped for just a moment, a flash of frustration crossing her face before she schooled her features back into their usual mask of cool indifference. She gestured for us to follow her, leading us down the corridor towards what I assumed was the ship's command center.

"What happened," she began as we walked, "is that we grossly underestimated the capabilities of that monstrosity currently attached to Galvus."

We entered a large, circular room dominated by a holographic display of the planet and the massive ship clinging to its surface. Lyra manipulated the controls, zooming in on the world-eater.

"We tried hailing it first," she explained, her voice tight with barely contained anger. "No response. Not even a flicker of acknowledgment. So, we tried more...direct methods."

The hologram shifted, showing a replay of Lyra's ship unleashing a barrage of weapons fire against the world-eater. The energy beams splashed harmlessly against an invisible barrier surrounding the massive vessel.

"Its shields are unlike anything I've ever encountered," Lyra continued. "We threw everything we had at it, and it didn't even seem to notice.”

“There may be sigiltech at work there,” Sonia said.

Lyra nodded grimly. "Indeed. But if there are, the sigils are on the inside. Anyway, that's not even the strangest part." She manipulated the controls again, and the hologram shifted to show a different angle. This time, I could see Lyra herself, standing on the planet's surface near one of the world-eater's massive legs. Her hands were raised, rings glowing with sigiltech energy.

"We tried using sigiltech to pull it away from the planet," she explained. "But it was like trying to move a mountain with a feather. The damn thing seemed completely immune that effort as well."

I frowned, a chill running down my spine. "That shouldn't be possible. Sigiltech affects the fundamental forces of the universe. Nothing should be immune to it."

"And yet, here we are," Lyra said, her tone bitter. "We even managed to get close to one of its access hatches. Tried to pry it open using every trick in the book. No luck."

"How did you even get close?" Quasar asked. "The heat from those plasma beams must be intense."

A ghost of a smile played at Lyra's lips. "Ah, now that was the one thing sigiltech was good for. We had to use a combination of reflect and dampen just to get within a hundred meters without being cooked alive."

I nodded, impressed despite myself. It was a clever application of sigiltech.

"What about the asteroids?" I asked, remembering the chaotic field we'd encountered upon arrival. "Where did they come from?"

Lyra's expression darkened. "That's another mystery. From what we could tell, it looked like someone opened a hole in the universe and just... pushed them through."

“You mean a rift?” I said, surprised.

“Rift?” she responded.

“If space was a black sheet, it looks like someone tore it open, and behind it was an even blacker black sheet.”

“Yes, that’s it exactly.”

“Opening a rift takes an incredibly powerful archon to pull off. Especially one large enough to send that many asteroids through.” I glanced at Lyra, smirking slightly. “You do know how to open rifts, don’t you?”

“Of course,” she replied. “I just never heard it called a rift before. I call it a tear in the fabric of spacetime.”

“Well, that’s a mouthful,” Emerald said.

“It’s more than just some powerful archon,” Lyra continued. “You saw how many ships they had waiting in ambush. Who in the Spiral has that kind of firepower at their disposal?”

“Some of the Dukes and Duchesses, maybe,” I replied. “But those ships were unmarked.”

“And there shouldn't be forces like that out here in the Rim,” Sapphire added.

A heavy silence fell over the room as we all considered the implications.

"Could it be the Family?" Quasar asked. "I mean, they've got their fingers in everything out here, right?"

Lyra shook her head. "That was my first thought too. But why would they hire me to stop themselves? It doesn't add up."

“We’re back to the usual suspects then,” Matt said. “Blorb, Sucaath, the Gilded.”

“Bingo!” I said, pointing at Matt. “We already know the Gilded fled here after they lost. If enough of them got together, pooled their resources and their power, they might be able to pull off something like this. They could have scrubbed the identifying markers from the ships they brought here.”

“Most people do when they flee the inner Spiral,” Lyra agreed.

"But even if it is the Gilded, where would they have gotten the world-eater?" Matt asked, voicing the question we were all thinking.

“Who knows,” Lyra said. “More importantly, how do we get inside it to shut it down, or how do we blow it up? Perhaps that fire sigil you used earlier could do it.”

“I don’t think so,” I replied. “If it’s immune to sigiltech, then immolate won’t help.”

“Immolate. I like it.”

“O0h, I have an idea!” Emerald volunteered excitedly.

“Go ahead, Em,” I said.

“What if, and I know this sounds crazy, but what if, instead of using brute force against the world-eater, we find out who’s controlling it and how, make them tell us how to get inside, and then gain control of it that way? Ta-da!”

“Wow,” Quasar said. “That’s actually a pretty good idea.”

“I know,” Emerald replied.

“But how would we do that?” Lyra asked.

“If our suspicions are correct, and it is the work of a cabal of Gilded, then we just need to find them,” I said. “I know a couple of them visited Richter. It shouldn’t be too hard to track them down. Lyra, maybe we can join forces. One of us can look into the Gilded, while the other helps the people on Galvus. You have the bigger ship. You can probably evacuate…” I trailed off as Lyra’s laughter drowned out my voice.

“Oh, Hondo,” she said, her tone dripping with smug satisfaction. “That’s rich. Truly. I want to thank you for this enlightening conversation. You've given me quite a bit to work with."

I frowned, a sinking feeling in my gut. "What do you mean?"

Lyra's smile widened. "Oh, come now. Did you really think I'd team up with you? You've served your purpose. You've given me new angles to consider, new leads to follow. And now, I'll take it from here."

"You can't be serious," Matt sputtered. "We just helped you figure this out!"

"And I appreciate that," Lyra replied, her voice devoid of any actual gratitude. "But let's be honest—you're out of your league here. This is a job for professionals.”

Anger flared in my chest. "And what about the people on Galvus? They need help!"

Lyra's expression hardened. "That's not my concern. My job is to stop that ship, not save every citizen caught in the crossfire. If you're so worried about them, you're welcome to try and help. But don't get in my way."

She gestured to Issa and Sapphire. "Escort our guests back to their ship. It's time they were leaving."

As Issa began herding us away, I turned back to Lyra. "You're making a mistake."

“I don’t make mistakes. This ship isn’t the Error, it’s the Answer. Goodbye.”

Issa and Sapphire guided us back to the airlock, ignoring my complaints and the not-exactly-pleasant things I had to say about their boss.

“Sorry we didn’t get to be BFFs,” Emerald said to Sapphire as they ushered us through the airlock.

“I’m not,” Sapphire replied, closing it behind us.

Once safely back on our own ship, the dam finally broke.

“What a bitch!” Emerald exploded. "After everything we told her, she's just going to ditch us?"

Quasar sighed. "I hate to say it, but I'm not surprised. Lyra's always been out for herself. We should have been more careful about what information we shared."

“After she rescued us, I figured she wanted our help,” I said. “Not to use us like that. You’re right, Em. I am naive. I keep looking for the good in people, even when maybe there isn’t any.”

"So what do we do now?" Matt asked, his voice tight with barely contained fury.

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to think past the anger. "We stick to the plan. Lyra might not care about the people on Galvus, but we do. We're going to help them, whatever it takes."

"And the world-eater?" Sonia asked quietly.

"We'll deal with that too," I replied, determination hardening my voice. "Lyra might think she has all the answers now, but she's underestimating us. We've got something she doesn't."

"What's that?" Emerald asked.

I allowed myself a small, grim smile. "We know the name of one of the Gilded out here. Nevis. If we can find him, maybe we can find the rest. And maybe, just maybe, we can figure out how to stop that ship before Lyra does."

Matt nodded, a spark of hope igniting in his eyes. "It's not much, but it's a start."

"Exactly," I said, sitting up straighter. I wanted to follow that lead right away, but I knew we couldn’t. Maybe Lyra could leave the miners to their own devices, but she was right in assuming that I couldn’t. “Matt, get us through that asteroid field and down to the surface. I want to get a closer look at the world-eater and verify what Lyra told us about it.”

“Do you think she’s lying?” Matt asked.

“She’s a mercenary. It could be she’s trying to keep us away from it because she’s on the take. We need to know for sure. We also know what that ship is mining for. If we can warn the other settlements, we can get them clear before that thing moves on to the next one.”

“Then you all better strap in and hang onto your asses, because we’re going for a ride.”

With that, Matt pushed the throttle all the way open, pinning us in our seats despite the inertial dampeners and launching Head Case toward the asteroid field.
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As Head Case descended through Galvus's atmosphere, the true scale of the world-eater became apparent. The massive vessel clung to the planet's surface like some grotesque parasite, its enormous bulk dwarfing the ruined settlement beneath it.

“Jeez,” Matt breathed, his hands steady on the controls despite the awe in his voice. "That thing's even bigger up close."

“It’s freaking huge,” I agreed, my eyes fixed on the forward surround. The world-eater's design was unlike anything I'd ever seen before. Its body reminded me of a colossal pill bug, each segment easily the size of a small town. But where a pill bug might have legs, this monstrosity had humongous plasma cannons, each one boring deep into the planet's crust.

"Are you seeing this?" Quasar asked, her voice tight with a mixture of fascination and horror. "The hull doesn't look like metal."

She was right. As we drew closer, I could make out the details of the world-eater's exterior. Instead of the expected metallic sheen, its surface had a mottled, organic appearance.

"It looks like chitin," Sonia said, leaning forward for a better view. "Like the exoskeleton of an insect."

"An insect the size of a small moon," Emerald added.

As Matt carefully maneuvered Head Case around the perimeter of the world-eater, we got a better look at the devastation it had wrought. The settlement it had targeted was barely recognizable as having once been inhabited. Buildings were reduced to rubble, the ground torn open by the plasma beams. Unlike on Hallon, there was no sign of any survivors.

"This is worse than Hallon," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "At least there, some people managed to survive in the mines."

"Maybe we're not looking in the right place," Emerald suggested, a note of desperate hope in her voice. "Maybe there are survivors hiding somewhere we can't see."

But as we continued our circuit of the devastated area, that hope dwindled. The world-eater had been thorough in its destruction, leaving no structure intact, the ground around it practically boiled from the heat.

"We need to try something," I said, straightening in my seat. "Matt, bring us in closer. I want to see if I can affect that thing with sigiltech."

Matt nodded, guiding Head Case towards one of the world-eater's massive segments. As we approached, I could feel the heat radiating from its plasma beams leeching through the ship's hull.

"Be careful," Quasar warned. "We don't know how it might react to a direct assault."

I nodded, gathering chaos energy and attempting to push against the world-eater's hull.

Nothing happened.

Frowning, I tried again, this time attempting to pull a section of the hull toward us. I didn’t expect it to move. It was too huge. But I should have at least felt the effort. Instead, again, there was no effect. In terms of chaos energy, it was as if the world-eater simply didn't exist.

"Anything?" Matt asked, glancing over his shoulder.

I shook my head, frustration building in my chest. "Nothing. It's like Lyra said. The damn thing seems completely immune to sigiltech."

"What about our weapons?" Quasar suggested. “Maybe the ion cannons can penetrate that chitin."

"Worth a shot," I agreed. "Matt, get us to a safe distance. Quasar, you may fire when ready.”

As Head Case backed away from the world-eater, Quasar used the co-pilot stick to adjust the aim of the ion cannons. A moment later, brilliant beams of energy lanced out from our ship, striking the world-eater's hull dead center.

For a brief, hopeful moment, it seemed like the attack might have an effect. The ion beams splashed against the chitinous surface, creating a dazzling light show. But as the energy dissipated, we saw that the hull remained completely unmarked.

"It looks like it deflected the energy," Meg said, her voice filled with disbelief as she studied the sensor readings. "The chitin somehow dispersed the ion charge across its entire surface."

A heavy silence fell over the bridge as the implications of this sank in. If our weapons couldn’t even scratch the world-eater's surface, what chance did we have of stopping it?

"Wait a second," Matt said suddenly, his eyes lighting up with an idea. "What about the Striker? Maybe missiles are more effective than beam weapons.”

"It's worth a try," I agreed. "We've got nothing to lose at this point. You take her out, I’ll take over at the stick.”

"Alright!" Matt exclaimed, already unbuckling his harness.

As Matt raced towards the hangar bay, I slid into the pilot's seat. The controls felt foreign under my hands. It had been a while since I'd actually flown Head Case myself.

A few minutes later, Matt's voice came over the comms. "Striker is away. Moving into attack position now."

We watched on the forward surround as the sleek fighter darted away in a wide arc that brought it back toward the world-eater, its thrusters leaving a trail of blue fire in the Galvus atmosphere.

"Target locked," Matt reported. "Firing missiles now!"

A barrage of high-yield missiles streaked from the modules beneath the Striker's wings, each one zeroing in on the same spot on the world-eater's hull. The explosions that followed were spectacular, temporarily obscuring our view of the target area.

"Did it work?" Emerald asked, leaning forward in her seat.

As the smoke cleared, our collective hope turned to ash. The world-eater's chitinous exterior remained completely unmarred, showing no signs of damage whatsoever.

"Impossible," Quasar breathed. "Those missiles should have at least left a mark.”

"Matt, fall back to Head Case," I ordered, my mind racing to process this new information. “It look like Lyra told us the truth. We need to regroup and figure out our next move."

As the Striker returned to our hangar bay, silence settled over the bridge. We'd thrown everything we had at the world-eater, and it hadn't even noticed.

"So what now?" Sonia asked, voicing the question on everyone's mind.

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to think past the frustration and fear. "Now, we warn the other settlements. If we can't stop this thing, we can at least try to save as many lives as possible."

With a heavy heart, I guided Head Case away from the devastated mining town and towards the next settlement. As we flew, I couldn't shake the image of that chitinous hull, impervious to everything we'd thrown at it. Whatever the world-eater was, wherever it had come from, one thing was clear–we were dealing with technology far beyond anything we'd encountered before.

Technology I didn’t believe originated in the Spiral.

The journey to the next settlement was tense and quiet, each of us lost in our own thoughts about the seemingly unstoppable force we'd just witnessed. As we approached the outskirts of the mining town, I could see activity on the ground, people going about their daily lives as if the world-eater was no threat to them. Just because it was on the other side of the planet didn’t mean they were safe.

I angled Head Case toward what looked like the town's central square. As we descended, I could see people pointing up at us, their expressions a mixture of curiosity and concern. It wasn't every day a ship like ours paid a visit to a remote mining settlement. And it wasn’t like Lyra had bothered to offer them even a cursory heads-up.

We touched down gently, kicking up a small cloud of reddish dust. “Matt, Quasar, you're with me."

As we disembarked, a small crowd had already gathered around Head Case. At the forefront was a tall, broad-shouldered woman with graying hair and a no-nonsense expression. She stepped forward as we approached, her hand resting casually on a sidearm at her hip.

"Welcome to New Prospect," she said, her voice carrying easily across the square. "I'm Mayor Fantasia Trinh. Mind telling me what brings a ship like yours our way?”

I stepped forward, trying to project an air of calm authority. "Mayor Trinh, I'm Benjamin Murdock. These are my associates, Matt and Quasar. We've come with urgent news about a threat to your settlement."

Fantasia's eyes narrowed slightly. "Threat? What kind of threat?"

I glanced at Matt and Quasar, then back to the mayor. "Is there somewhere we can speak privately? This isn't something we want to discuss in the open."

Fantasia studied us for a moment, then nodded. "My office. Follow me."

As we walked through the town, I couldn't help but notice the stark contrast between this thriving settlement and the devastation we'd just witnessed. People went about their business, children played in the streets, and the air was filled with the sounds of industry and life. It made what we had to do all the more difficult.

Fantasia's office was a modest affair, clearly more functional than decorative. As we settled into chairs across from her desk, she fixed us with a steely gaze.

"Alright," she said. "We're in private. Now, what's this threat you're talking about?"

“I don’t suppose you noticed a giant starship in Galvus’ orbit a couple of days ago?” Matt asked.

“We’re miners, Matt,” Fantasia replied. “We spend our time looking in the ground, not the sky.”

“Fair enough,” I said. I took a deep breath, then launched into an explanation of everything we'd seen—the world-eater, its destruction on Hallon and of the other settlement, and its apparent invulnerability to our every effort to do any kind of damage to it, or even draw the attention of whoever was inside.

As I spoke, Fantasia's expression grew increasingly grim. When I finished, she leaned back in her chair, her eyes distant.

"You're sure about this?" she asked, her voice quiet. "This isn't some kind of sick joke?"

"I wish it was," Matt said. "But we've seen it with our own eyes. That thing is real, and when it finishes where it is, it’ll be coming this way."

Fantasia was silent for a long moment, then she leaned forward, her hands clasped on her desk. "What does it want? Why is it attacking our settlements?"

“It’s after your hemolite,” I said.

Fantasia's eyebrows shot up. "Hemolite? How do you know about that?"

“It was the same on Hallon. They were mining it for the Family. Are you?”

The mayor's expression hardened. “It doesn’t matter who we’re mining it for. That mineral is our livelihood. Without it, this settlement has no future."

"Mayor Trinh," Quasar said gently, "I understand your concern. But right now, we need to focus on saving lives. The hemolite won't matter if there's no one left to mine it."

Fantasia closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. When she opened them again, there was a steely resolve in her gaze. "What do you suggest we do?"

"Evacuate," I said. "Get everyone out of the settlement and the mines. Head north. If you can get far enough away, you should be safe."

"Evacuate the entire town?” Fantasia said. "Do you have any idea what you're asking?"

"We do," Matt replied. "But it's better than the alternative. Trust me, you don't want to be here when it arrives.”

“We can take you up in our ship and show you, if our word isn’t enough,” I added.

Fantasia was quiet for a long moment, her gaze distant as she weighed our words. Finally, she nodded.

“Okay,” she said. "I'll give the order to evacuate. But I hope you understand the magnitude of what you're asking. These people are going to be leaving everything behind."

"We know," I said softly. "And we're sorry it has to be this way. But it's the only chance any of you have."

As we left Fantasia's office, the weight of what we'd just set in motion settled heavily on my shoulders. The town was already beginning to stir by the time we returned to Head Case, word of the impending evacuation spreading like wildfire.

"One down, one to go," Matt said as we made our way up the ramp and back into the ship.

I nodded, my jaw set. "Let's just hope the next settlement is as reasonable as this one."
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Matt resumed his piloting duties, and we rocketed above Galvus’ surface, still moving away from the world-eater. The final settlement had been founded on a high plateau, its mines dug into the sides and accessible via heavy freight elevators. A bit more organized than New Prospect, the miners here wore heavy exosuits and used huge automated machines as part of their digging process. The buildings here were long and flat, each of the structures housing hundreds of workers and their families.

“Take us down,” I said to Matt.

He found a spot to land near the edge of the plateau. Unlike New Prospect, not a single one of them stopped what they were doing to look our way, never mind coming to welcome us.

As before, I disembarked with Matt and Quasar. Together, we made our way across the terrain to the settlement. Once we’d breached the outer perimeter, the people around us began offering curious glances but nothing more.

Finally, I approached a woman outside one of the long structures. She sat against the wall, tools laid out on the ground around her while she worked at fixing what I took as a small part to a much larger machine.

“Excuse me,” I said.

“What do you need, stranger?” she asked without looking up.

“Does this settlement have a leader?”

“Darius,” she replied.

“Where can I find him?”

“Over yonder.”

I glanced at Matt, who shrugged. “Care to be more specific?” I asked.

She sighed as if I’d asked for her life story. “Dark gray building, says ‘foreman’ over the door.”

“Thank you,” I said. She didn’t reply.

We continued through the town, nearly run-over at one point by one of the huge automated mining machines as it rumbled past, on its way to dump a bunch of rock for processing. I had to push us out of the way, sending us skidding back along the dirt. Of course, no one noticed.

We found the foreman’s office soon enough. I paused outside, knocking loudly.

“You better have a good reason to not be working,” a gruff voice snapped from inside.

“Darius?” I said. “My name is Ben Murdock. I’m a visitor.”

“Visitor?” he replied, confounded by the idea. “Here? Well, what the hell do you want?”

I took that as permission to enter, opening the door and stepping inside the small office. It wasn’t air conditioned, and had to be over a hundred degrees inside. Even so, the mountain of a man behind the desk didn’t seem to notice.

He had to be well over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and a face that looked like it had been carved from granite. His right eye was covered by an elaborate cybernetic implant.

"I am Darius Stark, leader of Hightown," he said without looking up. "State your business here, outsiders."

"I'm Ben Murdock⁠—“

“You said that already,” he muttered.

“We've come with urgent news about a threat to your settlement."

Darius finally lifted his head from the data pad he was studying. His cybernetic eye whirred as it focused on me. "Threat? On this shithole planet? You must be joking.”

“I’m not joking,” I replied. "There's a massive ship headed this way. We're calling it a world-eater. It’s already destroyed one settlement on this planet, and it’ll be on its way to yours soon enough. We've come to warn you and urge you to evacuate before it arrives."

Darius responded with laughter. “That’s real funny, stranger. Do you think you can cheat us out of our hard-earned minerals with a lousy story like that?”

“Cheat you?” I replied. “No. I’m trying to warn you.”

Darius stood up, forcefully pushing back his chair as he did. He glared at me, aiming a giant finger at my chest. “I’m warning you. Get the hell out of here before I have to resort to violence.”

I stared at the man, shocked by his attitude. “When that ship comes, it’s going to kill you all,” I said.

“There’s no ship. That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“I can show it to you,” I said. “Give you a ride in⁠—”

“I said get out of here!” He screamed, slamming his hand down on his desk hard enough to dent the metal.

His other hand reached for a sidearm on his thigh.

“Please,” I said. “I don’t want trouble. I⁠—”

“Then you shouldn’t have come here. And you should leave. Now!”

“No,” I replied. “Too many⁠—”

In a flash, he had drawn his hand-cannon, aimed it at my chest, and pulled the trigger.

Thankfully, I was ready for it. I quickly dampened its velocity, bringing it to a stop before it could hit me. The slug clattered on the metal floor.

Before he could fire again, I pulled the gun out of his hand and pushed him up against the wall.

“You listen to me, and you listen good,” I said. “There really is a giant mining spaceship on this planet. It’s here for the hemolite, and…” I trailed off. Darius was laughing again. “What?”

He grinned. “There’s no hemolite in our mines,” he said. “I wish there were. We could have gotten off this shithole planet three months ago when those goons from the Family showed up, promising us riches for that stuff. Damn it, if we had known that stuff would ever be worth something, I would have picked a different spot for the operation.” He laughed harder. “But I guess that bitch in New Prospect will get her comeuppance soon enough. You say a ship is destroying settlements to get to the hemolite? Well I say, more power to it.”

I stared at him again, shocked for a different reason. I released my push, leaving him standing behind his desk. “In that case, have a nice life,” I said, motioning for Matt and Quasar to join me.

"Well, that could have gone better," Matt said as we made our way out of the settlement, drawing as much attention as we had on the way in. "I can't believe Darius tried to shoot you."

I shrugged, trying to downplay the incident. "People get defensive when their way of life is threatened.”

“You’re lucky you can stop bullets," Quasar said.

“What now?” Matt asked.

“We did what we could here,” I replied. “We saved the people of New Prospect, at least.”

“We should head to Damocles,” Quasar suggested. “Try to track down that Gilded you mentioned, Nevis.”

“Or any other Gilded,” Matt said. “We need to find whoever is behind that ship and the asteroid field, and shut them down yesterday.”

“Agreed,” I said.

We reached Head Case and went back up to the flight deck. Matt was on his way to replace Leo at the pilot seat, Quasar to the empty co-pilot’s, when Meg spoke up.

"I might have an idea," she said, her eyes lighting up with that spark of inspiration I'd come to recognize over our years together.

"We're all ears, Meg," I said, gesturing for her to continue.

“I think maybe we’ve been approaching this all wrong. We've been trying to break through the world-eater's hull, but what if we don't need to?"

"How else are we supposed to get inside?" Emerald asked. “Ask nicely?”

"The lifts," Meg said, her excitement growing. "Remember how it worked on Hallon? Once it finishes digging, it'll extend those massive elevator tubes down into the mines. What if we wait for it to finish its current excavation, then sneak aboard through one of those access points?"

I nodded slowly, a smile spreading across my face. "Meg, you're a genius. That could definitely work. The only problem may be whatever the lifts deposit into the mines.”

“Or if the lifts seal off from the ship when there’s nothing passing through the hull,” Quasar added.

“The first, I think we should be able to handle,” Meg said. “The second, I don’t know if we can do much about, but I also don’t think it’s likely.”

“It’s worth a shot, at least,” I said.

"But," Sonia interjected, her voice cutting through the excitement, "how long would we have to wait for it to deploy the lift tubes? We could be waiting here for weeks.”

“We can estimate the time,” Meg said. “We know it took thirty-four days for us to get to Hallon, and we didn’t miss the world-eater by much. Factoring in the time it took for the emergency message to reach the Draconian Duchy, and knowing the ship arrived here two days ago, even a conservative estimate would give us a week or two.”

“Levi, how far are we from Damocles?” I asked.

“Damocles is four days from our current position,” the ship’s AI replied.

“That sounds pretty perfect to me,” Quasar said.

“It does,” I agreed. “We can head to Damocles, charter a ship for the miners on Hallon like we promised, plus gather what information we can and try to track down Nevis or any other Gilded. Depending on what we learn there, we can either keep going forward from that thread or circle back here. If we come back this way, with any luck the world-eater will be in the middle of its mining operation by then, and we can try Meg's lift idea."

"And if it's not?" Quasar asked.

"Then we reassess," I replied. "We're flying blind here, but we can't let that paralyze us into inaction. We have to keep moving forward. Matt, what do you think?”

“I think we’re going to Damocles.”
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As Head Case dropped out of hyperspace, the planet Damocles came into view, a striking blue and green orb reminiscent of Earth. Unlike anywhere else we had been in the Outer Rim so far, Damocles's orbit was alive with activity.

"Wow," Matt breathed from the pilot's seat. "Now this is more like it."

“I didn’t think the entire Outer Rim had anywhere near this many ships,” I replied, my eyes fixed on the bustling scene before us. After the desolation of Hallon and the relative emptiness around Galvus, the sheer number of vessels orbiting Damocles was almost overwhelming.

"Look at that," Quasar said, pointing to a sleek corvette gliding past. "They even have their own defense force."

She was right. Interspersed among the civilian craft were apparent military vessels. A hodgepodge of models collected from across the inner Spiral and delivered out here, they all bore the same official markings and plenty of guns. They moved with purpose, clearly on patrol routes.

“That one belongs to the Family,” Sonia added, gesturing to a large, dark ship nearby. It too bristled with weapons, though it appeared sleeker and more upscale than the duller patrol vessels.

"Looks like we've come to the right place," I said, trying to inject some optimism into my voice. "If there's anywhere in the Outer Rim we can find information on our Gilded friend, it's got to be here."

"Incoming transmission," Meg announced from her station. "It's orbital control."

I nodded. "Put them through."

A gruff voice filled the bridge. "Unidentified vessel, this is Damocles Orbital Control. State your business."

"Damocles Control, this is the independent freighter Head Case," I replied, falling easily into the formal tones of ship-to-ship communication. "We're here on business and to resupply."

“Five hundred electro landing fee, payable immediately,” Control replied.

I rolled my eyes. At least we’d get a whole planet for our five hundred, instead of a small, dirty space station. “Transmitting payment now,” I answered.

There was a short delay while they confirmed the electro transfer.

"Head Case, you are cleared for landing,” the controller finally said. "Proceed to docking bay 17 at Tronium Spaceport. Transmitting approach vector now."

"Understood, Control. Head Case out."

As we descended through Damocles' atmosphere, the sprawling metropolis of Tronium came into view. From above, it looked like a sea of dark neon and stone, in stark contrast to the lush green forests that surrounded it.

Matt brought us in for a smooth landing at the designated docking bay. As the engines powered down, I could feel a nervous energy building among the crew. We were about to step into unknown territory, a hub of activity in the lawless Outer Rim.

"Okay," I said, standing up. “Meg, Leo, you have the ship. Keep your eyes and ears open. If anything seems off, don't hesitate to call us back."

“Doesn’t Ixy ever come with you?” Sonia asked.

“Rarely,” I replied. “She prefers to stay on board. Most people don’t take too well to xixitl, and she tends to draw a lot of attention. But I do appreciate that you thought of her.”

“Everyone at the wedding thought she was a robot,” Emerald laughed. “Earth people are so gullible.”

“Wedding?” Sonia asked.

“My mom got married,” I replied. “Everyone here was there.”

“It was good times,” Emerald said. “If you like dancing, you would have loved it.”

“I don’t really like to dance.”

“Why am I not surprised.”

“Let’s just go,” Matt said, heading for the exit. “I assume guns are part of standard attire?”

“You are in the Outer Rim,” Sonia confirmed.

We headed for the hangar with a pit stop at the armory, picking up concealed sidearms and bullet-resistance coats, just in case. From there, we exited directly from the smaller hangar bay door into a docking tube that brought us into one of the long arms jutting out of the spaceport’s dozen or so hubs. Hop-on automated transports traveled back and forth carrying arrivals and departures, and we grabbed onto one as it passed, swinging up onto a large platform with a group of other newcomers who didn’t pay us any mind.

A short ride dropped us at the spaceport’s main terminal, a true hive of activity. Like anywhere else in the Spiral, the beings in the terminal were almost all human. They hurried this way and that while dodging large, four-legged robotic cargo loaders piled high with crates and luggage. Security was plentiful around us, tough-looking guards in heavy body armor glaring nowhere and everywhere at once.

“This could be any planet in the inner Spiral,” Matt said.

“Except for the lack of consistent and cohesive laws and lipstick,” Emerald said.

“Ben, you wanted to speak to someone about chartering a ship, didn’t you?” Sonia asked.

“I did,” I replied.

She gestured towards a holographic sign advertising ships for hire. “That way.”

We made our way through the concourse, unnoticed in the crowds. The charter service office was a small, nondescript booth tucked out of the way of the normal visitor thoroughfares.

A bored-looking woman sat behind the counter, her eyes focused on a holoscreen displaying what I took to be a serial dramatization where attractive people overacted emotional scenes.

“Is that Love at the End of the Universe?” Emerald asked.

The woman looked up, noticing us for the first time. “It is. Are you a fan?”

“Oh. No, I hate that sappy crap,” Emerald answered. “I just wasn’t sure which one it was.”

The woman glared at Emerald. I coughed softly to get her attention. "We need to charter a ship for a pickup from Hallon. There's a group of miners there who need help.”

"Hallon? I heard rumors something bad happened there. Not many ships are willing to make that run because of it.”

“I’m not surprised,” I replied. "But it's important. I need a ship that can carry twelve hundred people. Accommodations don’t need to be anything fancy, they just need to all fit.”

The woman reluctantly turned off her drama and tapped at her console. “It looks like there are three ships available that can accommodate that many. Give me a minute.”

She left the front desk, heading through a door in the back. I cheated, using enhance on my hearing so I could make out her conversation. It was nothing special. She contacted each of the starships to see if they would go to Hallon. Only one said yes, but it would cost.

She came back with a smile on her face. “The good news is that a ship is available.”

“The bad news is the price,” I said for her.

She nodded. “Twenty-thousand.”

“That’s insane,” Quasar said.

“From what I hear, Hallon is a war zone.”

“You heard wrong. The trouble there is over. The survivors just want to get here from the planet. I can do five thousand.”

“I don’t think they’ll agree to five thousand.”

I glanced at the others. Sonia surprised me by stepped forward and pulling her slab from her pocket. “I can cover it,” she said.

“What?” I replied. “Sonia, this isn’t⁠—”

“I can cover it,” she repeated, holding out her slab to the broker to do the transfer.

“Where did you get all that electro?” Emerald asked.

“I always bet on myself in the ring,” she replied. “Lots of people didn’t.”

“Funds are confirmed,” the woman said. “The captain indicated he can depart in the next twelve hours.”

“That’s fine,” I said.

“Thank you for your business. Have a wonderful day.” She offered a fake smile and put her drama back on as we filed out of the office.

“Sonia, I owe you,” I said. “Big time.”

“I’m sure you’ll pay me back,” she replied.

“I don’t know if I can, but I’ll try.”

“Oh please,” Emerald said. “The show in there was less sappy than this.”

“One mission completed,” Quasar said. “At least the miners on Hallon will get off the planet before they starve to death.”

“Thanks to you, Sonia,” I said. “That has to make you feel good.”

“It does,” she agreed.

"Now for the hard part,” Matt said. “How exactly are we supposed to find a random Gilded who could be anywhere in the Outer Rim?”

“There’s only one way that I can think of,” I replied, looking to Sonia again. “We need to pay the local chapter of the Family a visit.”

“I’m not sure they’ll help us,” Sonia said. “We aren’t officially under their employment.”

“Yeah, we’re actually working parallel to their mercenary. They might not like us getting involved,” Matt said.

“We’ll just have to try to be persuasive, then,” I said. “Unless you have a better idea?”

“There must be data brokers out here. A dark exchange? How hard could it be to track one of those down?”

“Maybe not especially hard, but definitely more expensive,” I replied. “Let’s go into the city. We can play it by ear.”

“I love it when we improvise,” Emerald said.

“That always seems to get us in trouble,” Quasar replied.

“Yup. That’s why I love it. I think there’s a train that goes downtown from here. Follow me!”

In an unusual move, we followed Emerald out of the spaceport, boarding a levitating shuttle and riding it into the heart of Tronium. From the outskirts, the city reminded me a lot of Atlas. Towering skyscrapers, lots of glass, and a generally urban feel. But as we moved into the city proper, that initial impression quickly changed.

Narrow alleys branched off from slightly wider main streets, creating a labyrinthine network that seemed designed to confuse outsiders. Small shops and food stalls were crammed into every available space, their owners calling out to passersby in a cacophony of languages. Holographic billboards floated overhead, advertising everything, legal or not. Neon signs in a rainbow of colors cast an otherworldly glow over everything, reflecting off the ever-present sheen of grime that seemed to coat every surface.

“I feel like I just stepped onto the set of Bladerunner,” I said the moment we stopped off the shuttle, immediately hit with humid air and cacophony of sounds and smells that were both familiar and unidentifiable at the same time.

“This place is great!” Emerald said, eyes wide as saucers as she took it all in.

"So," I said, raising my voice to be heard over the din, "where exactly do we find the Family in all this?"

"Look for the most upscale casino in the city,” Sonia replied. “That's usually a good bet."

I heard Shaq chittering from his hiding place in my sleeve in response to the unforced pun.

"Or," Matt suggested, "we could just contact Richter. He seemed willing enough to talk before."

I shook my head. "Richter already told us what he knows. Or at least, what he was willing to share. We need to see if anyone else in the Family has more information."

We continued our search, weaving through the crowded streets and dodging the occasional street vendor trying to sell us everything from knockoff tech to questionable street food. Just as I was starting to think we might need to rethink our strategy, my Remote Flight Deck mobile device beeped, signaling a new message.

“That’s strange,” I said, retrieving it from my pocket.

“What is it?” Matt asked.

I scanned the notification. “An address here in Tronium,” I said, turning the device to show the others.

“Who is it from?” Sonia asked.

“No idea. Meg could probably back-trace it, but we’d have to go back to the ship.”

“This is such an obvious trap,” Emerald said.

“Or it could be an effort by the Family to reach out to you in private,” Sonia countered, drawing a sharp frown from Em.

“Would they do that?” I asked.

“It’s not unheard of,” she replied.

“Why don’t we find the place?” Matt suggested. “We can case it from the outside.”

“As long as we don’t end up in some dark alley or abandoned warehouse or something,” Emerald said.

“Every street in this city is a dark alley,” Matt replied.

“A shady lead is better than no lead,” I said. “Come on.”

We spent the next hour navigating the cityscape, looking for the address. I couldn’t believe my eyes when we found it.

"'The most immersive Gia experience in the Outer Rim'," I read aloud, my eyebrows raising in surprise.

Sonia's eyes lit up. "Oh, I love Gia! Her music is totally cotton candy!”

Matt groaned. I laughed. The idea of a Gia experience out here in the Rim seemed incongruous, to say the least.

“Are you sure this is the right place?” Quasar asked.

“The address is under the sign,” I said. “This is it.”

“I can’t believe they have a Gia show out here,” Matt said. “I don’t think the Family would want to meet us in a place like this. Maybe an upscale restaurant or bar, but this?”

“Maybe Sonia and I should go in,” I said. “The rest of you can wait outside as backup if things get dicey.”

“I’m not letting you go in there alone, Boo,” Emerald said.

“Me too,” Shaq agreed.

“You’re a given, bud,” I replied. “That’s why I didn’t mention you.” I turned to Matt and Quasar. “Be ready. If there are Gilded waiting inside, we can probably hold them off, but you need to sneak up on them.”

Zar patted her sidearm. “We’ll be ready. It’s not our first time, Ben.”

“Right,” I replied with a smile.

Sonia, Emerald, Shaq and I made our way into the small venue. The door just past a small lobby was locked, a touchscreen beside it selling tickets for five electro each. The door swung open when I paid the fee, revealing a small theater inside.

The place was dimly lit, with seating for maybe a hundred people, but we were the only ones there. Artificial fog left a thick haze in the air, and the walls were covered in holographic displays showing scenes from Gia's music videos.

“This is so weird,” Emerald said softly beside me.

“It doesn’t feel like a trap,” I replied, scanning the space. There were no upper booths or balconies, no hidden spots to spring an ambush from. The fog wasn’t thick enough to totally obscure anyone.

“What should we do?” Sonia asked.

I checked my RFD. No new messages. “Take a seat, I guess,” I replied.

We sat near the back so we could evacuate quickly if needed.

“What kind of Gia experience do you think this is?” Emerald asked.

The answer, we discovered a minute later, was a disappointing one. Fans on either side of the theater activated as I reflexively drew chaos energy. But there was no need. Music began playing as the fog cleared, revealing a cheap animatronic figure that suddenly jerked to life on the small stage. It bore only a passing resemblance to the real Gia, its movements stiff and unnatural.

“What the heck?” Emerald said.

The animatronic Gia launched into one of her hit songs, its voice a tinny approximation of the real thing. I winced as it hit a particularly sour note.

"This is... not great," Sonia muttered beside me.

We sat through one song, the experience falling somewhere between amusing and deeply sad. As the final notes faded away, I stood up.

“I don’t know what this was supposed to be,” I said. “But nobody came to meet us. No Family and no ambush. Just a waste of time.”

We turned to leave, but just as we reached the exit, a voice called out behind us.

"Ben, wait!”

I froze. That voice... it sounded exactly like the real Gia. But that was impossible. Slowly, I turned back towards the stage.

The animatronic Gia was looking directly at me, its plastic features frightening, but also somehow more emotive than before.

“Don’t go yet, Ben. We need to talk.”
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“What is this?” I said, staring at the animatronic Gia.

“Do you remember when we first met?” it said through unmoving lips. “You came back to my place, and then saved me from being assassinated. Respect.”

I stared, my mind reeling. There was no way a cheap animatronic could know about that. Only the real Gia would remember our first meeting.

“Okay, this just went from creepy to super creepy,” Emerald said. “How did she know that?”

But before I could respond, the animatronic Gia spoke again, its voice dropping to a more serious tone. “Ben, don't you get it yet? This isn't just some cheap imitation. It's me. The real me. Well, the real fake me.”

“Because the real you is…” I trailed off, waiting for her to finish.

“Dead,” she answered. “Killed by Blorb. You were there.”

“What?” Sonia breathed beside me in disbelief. “How?”

“And now you’re…” I led her again.

“An artificially intelligent version of myself, made from a backup.”

"But... why?" I managed to ask. "Why would you be out here, in the Rim, as a cheap animatronic?"

“A really cheap animatronic,” Emerald emphasized.

"Gia," I began, still struggling to wrap my head around the situation, "what are you doing out here in the Outer Rim? And how is it even possible for you to have a virtual presence this far from home?"

The animatronic's head tilted to the side, an oddly human gesture despite its mechanical nature. "It hasn't been easy, Ben. I've spent the last six months working tirelessly to expand my network. After everything that happened with Blorb, I realized how vulnerable we all were. I wanted... no, I needed to do something to help protect the Spiral."

"So you decided to become an attraction in the Outer Rim?"

"It's not ideal," Gia admitted, "but it's a start. I'm trying to establish myself as an early warning system. If Sucaath or any other threats show up, I want to be able to alert the Empire as quickly as possible. I need to be in the Outer Rim to do that.”

"But how does this version of you fit into all that?" Sonia asked, gesturing at the animatronic.

"I'm a copy of a copy, separate from the main Gia AI. It’s…complicated. But, the primary version of me will never know about this conversation. It's a necessary precaution to maintain the integrity of the network. I only communicate back with myself if trouble hits.”

I nodded slowly, beginning to understand. "So you're expanding your reach, gathering information..."

"Exactly," Gia confirmed.

“Is that why you called us here?”

“It is. I heard you contact Orbital Control, which is how I knew you were on Damocles. I also picked up a distress call about a ship attacking planets some time before that. I assume that's why you're out here?"

“It is. And it’s good to talk to you again, but I would have thought you’d know more about that? How can you protect the Spiral from threats if you’re slow to pick up on them?”

She lowered her head dejectedly, eyes toward the floor. “I’m not established enough yet to have access to private channels. I need more time to build up my network. I knew you were back from Earth and Duchess Dryka wanted you to look into a situation with the Niflin, but I lost track of you after that. Well, until now.”

“I don’t know if we should trust this Gia,” Emerald whispered in my ear. “This could still be a trap.”

“She knows things only the real Gia would know. And there’s no way she’s working for the Gilded,” I answered just as quietly.

I gave Gia a quick rundown of what we knew about the world-eater, its destruction on Hallon and Galvus, and our suspicions about its connection to the Gilded.

"We're trying to track down a Gilded named Nevis," I finished. "We're hoping he might have some answers."

Gia was silent for a moment, processing the information. Finally, she spoke. "I might be able to help you with that. There's a data broker who might have what you need. His name is Archer. You can find him at 1942 Obsidian Lane."

"A data broker?" Quasar asked, her tone skeptical. "Can we trust him?"

"As much as you can trust anyone in the Outer Rim," Gia replied. "Tell him I sent you. He owes me a favor, so he should give you a better price."

I nodded, grateful for the lead. "Thank you, Gia. This could be exactly what we need."

"Just be careful, Ben," Gia warned. "The Outer Rim is a dangerous place, even for someone like you. And if the Gilded really are behind this world-eater...well, you know what they're capable of."

"We'll watch our backs," I promised.

As we turned to leave, Gia called out one last time. "Oh, and Ben? It was good to see you again."

I smiled, a bittersweet feeling settling in my chest. "You too, Gia. Take care of yourself out here."

We left the small venue, stepping back out into the chaotic streets of Tronium. The encounter with Gia had left us all a bit shaken, but we had a new lead to follow.

"Well, that was unexpected," Matt said as we made our way through the crowded sidewalks.

“At least you got your wish,” I replied. “We don’t need to going running to the Family for intel. At least, not yet.”

"So, we're going to see this data broker?" Sonia asked.

I nodded. "It's our best lead right now. Let's find a way to get uptown."

After a bit of searching, we managed to flag down a motorized rickshaw. The driver, a young woman with a cute smile, greeted us warmly as we climbed in.

“Hi there! Where are you headed?”

“1942 Obsidian Lane," I replied.

“Headed out to the ‘burbs, eh? Just so you know, I can’t take you all the way there. Those developments have private security and they don’t allow anything that makes noise inside this late.”

“It’s not that late,” Matt said, motioning to the bright sky overhead.

“Late enough,” she replied.

“How close can you get us?” I asked.

“Within a few blocks.”

“That’s fine.”

“Great! Here we go!”

With a giggle, the driver set off, weaving through the crowded streets with a boundless enthusiasm-cum-recklessness that had us all gripping our seats. As we moved further uptown, the chaotic energy of the city center began to fade. The buildings became shorter and less densely packed, and the Bladerunner feel gave way to gated communities nestled between green areas, parks, and man-made lakes.

Nearing one of the gated communities, the driver suddenly pulled over.

"This is as far as I go," she announced. “Just make your way through that gate and follow the signs to Obsidian.”

“Thank you,” I said, using my pad to pay her before we disembarked.

“Well, this isn’t creepy at all,” Emerald said as we approached the gate.

“What’s creepy about this?” I asked.

“How about everything.”

There were no guards at the gate, but cameras swiveled to track us, following as the gate opened to let us pass and we entered the small community. The houses here were modest and well-spaced, each with its own small yard, though there was currently no one outside. It was a stark contrast to the crowded, vertical cityscape we'd left behind.

"This isn’t where I would have expected to find a data broker,” I said, scanning the neat rows of houses.

"Me neither," Matt agreed. "It's almost like a slice of Earth out here in the Rim."

We navigated through the community to Obsidian Lane. Having passed nearly a hundred other houses on the way, we still hadn’t seen anyone outside and all the windows appeared to be drawn.

“Maybe you’re right, Em,” I said. “It is kind of creepy.”

“Told you so. I’m expecting either ninjas or killer clowns.”

1942 Obsidian Lane turned out to be a small, unassuming house with distinctly Japanese architecture. A low wall surrounded a meticulously maintained garden, complete with a small stone lantern and a carefully raked gravel path leading to the front door.

“Ninjas,” Emerald decided on seeing the house.

I led the others up to the front door and knocked gently. For a long moment, there was no response. Just as I was about to knock again, the door swung open, revealing a surprisingly ordinary-looking man. He was of average height and build, with thinning hair and unremarkable features. His eyes, however, were sharp and intelligent as they scanned over our group.

"Can I help you?" he asked, his voice soft but wary.

"Are you Archer?” I asked.

The man's eyes narrowed slightly. "Who's asking?"

"My name is Ben Murdock. Gia sent us."

At the mention of Gia's name, the man's demeanor changed instantly. He glanced up and down the quiet street, then quickly ushered us inside the house.

"Quickly now," he said, closing the door behind us. "It's not wise to linger outside in this neighborhood, despite its appearance."

The interior of the house was as traditionally Japanese as its exterior. We removed our shoes in the genkan before stepping up into a spacious tatami room. Minimalist furniture and a few carefully placed art pieces created an atmosphere of calm that seemed at odds with our mission.

"Please, be seated," Artemis said, gesturing to the low table surrounded by cushions. "Can I offer you some tea?"

We almost all said no.

"Oh, yes please!" Emerald said cheerfully. "I love tea."

We all glared at her while Archer disappeared behind a sliding door, presumably to the kitchen.

"What?" Emerald said defensively. "It's polite to accept refreshments when they're offered."

“When you say a place is creepy, that generally means you want to leave it as soon as possible,” I explained. “Not sit here and wait for someone to make tea, or for someone to drink it.”

“Oh,” Emerald said. “Yeah, what did he mean when he said it wasn’t wise to linger in this neighborhood? That’s extra creepy.”

“All the windows on all the houses had their shades closed,” Quasar said. “And I mean every single one.”

“Plus there was no one outside,” Matt added. “Does anyone else even live here, do you think?”

Before anyone could answer, the door slid open and Archer entered carrying a serving tray with a large clay teapot in the center and half a dozen cups set around it.

“I thought some of you might change your minds about the tea,” he said, placing the tray in the center of the low table and joining us on a cushion next to Sonia.

“That’s really nice of you, sir,” I said. “But we’re fine.”

“Is that herbal tea?” Emerald asked.

“It is,” Archer confirmed.

She glanced at me, pleading silently before pouring herself a cup, despite my equally silent efforts to stop her. “I love herbal tea so much.”

“So,” Archer said. “You said Gia sent you?”

“She did,” I replied. “But before we get into that, what did you mean before about the neighborhood? We couldn’t help noticing that the place looks abandoned, except for you.”

Archer laughed. “Oh, that. It’s just, my neighbors are all very nosy. They like to spy on every little thing that happens here. It’s best not to give them anything interesting to stare at.”

“From what I saw, nothing happens here,” Emerald said before sipping her tea. “Mmmm. So good.”

“Well, what I always say is that good fences make good neighbors,” Archer said.

“Robert Frost,” I said.

“Who?” Archer asked.

“Robert Frost. He was a poet. He said ‘good fences make good neighbors’ a long time before you did.”

“I doubt that,” Archer said.

Matt and I shared a disbelieving glance. “Anyway, Gia told us you’re a data broker,” I said. “We need some information.”

“Right to the meat. I like that. Tea?”

I shook my head. “No, thank you. We need information on the Gilded operating in the Outer Rim. Whatever you have. Bonus points if the name Nevis is involved, or you mention alien tech or a giant mining starship.”

“That’s a lot of intel you’re looking for. It won’t come cheap.”

“Gia said you might give us a deal,” Matt said.

“It still won’t come cheap.”

“How much?” I asked.

“Ten thousand.”

I grimaced. We only had eight at most. We should have sold more guns, or wrung more electro out of Richter.

Beside me, Emerald slurped down the last of her tea, reaching for the pot.

“Are you sure none of you wants any tea?” Archer asked.

“That’s the third time you offered,” Quasar said. “Why do you keep asking?”

Archer shrugged. “I’m simply trying to be a good host.”

“Are you?” she pressed more menacingly.

“You know,” Emerald said. “I suddenly don’t feel so…” She trailed off as her head lolled to the side and she toppled over onto the floor.

Thankfully, it wasn’t far away.
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All hell broke loose before I could even think to confront Archer.

Emerald’s head had barely hit the floor when windows all around the house shattered and half a dozen dark-clothed figures stormed in, their hands adorned with glowing sigiltech rings, quickly surrounding us. One of the attackers stood out over the others—a man whose very presence radiated power. A Gilded, his eyes gleaming with triumph as he raised his hands to strike.

I channeled chaos energy, targeting the air around us. With a thought, I triggered disperse and held it, creating a barrier of protection from the incoming storm.

The Gilded's triumphant expression faltered as he realized his efforts to attack were being scrubbed away like sand at high tide. His companions, less experienced but no less determined, launched their own sigiltech assault against the invisible wall, their attacks dissipating harmlessly.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Archer seize the moment of confusion. The unassuming data broker bolted for the kitchen door.

Without hesitation, Sonia darted after him, slipping out of my protective barrier and disappearing before any of the other enemies could target her.

Quasar was already at Emerald's side, checking her vitals. "She's alive," she reported, “but her pulse is weak. Whatever was in that tea, it's potent."

"Shaq," I whispered, knowing the jagger's hearing would pick up my words. "You're up, buddy. But don't let them see you."

A barely perceptible rustle of fabric was the only indication that Shaq had heard me. In a blur of blue fur, he darted from his hiding place in my sleeve, disappearing under the cushions we were still sitting on. Still holding the enemy users at bay, I created a distraction by getting to my feet, all eyes on me as Shaq bolted beneath a cabinet.

A moment later, I spotted him at the ankle of one of the users. A simple bite was all it took. The man crumpled to the floor, paralyzed. In a few more seconds, Shaq’s toxic venom would stop his heart.

The Gilded shifted his attention to Shaq, trying to target him but missing as he slipped back under the cabinet. With the biggest threat distracted, I took a chance by dropping the disperse shield and pushing him.

My attack caught him by surprise, and he went flying backward with enough force to smash through the home’s thin walls and disappear. At the same time, the other users pushed back, hitting me like a hammer and knocking me back as well. The force catapulted me backward, smashing through the walls and out into his perfectly manicured backyard.

I hit the ground hard, the impact driving the air from my lungs and leaving me on my knees. Through the fresh hole my passage had made in the wall, I saw Quasar being yanked towards one of the sigiltech users, her feet dragging across the tatami mats. I reached out with negate, severing the pull that held her.

Freed from the sigiltech grip, Quasar didn't hesitate. She drew her sidearm in one fluid motion and opened fire. Catching the user square in the chest, he went down with a strangled cry, the glow of his rings fading as he hit the floor.

"Matt!" I shouted. "Get clear!"

Matt didn't need to be told twice. He made a break for one of the shattered windows, but the enemy wasn't about to let him escape so easily. With a gesture, the sigiltech user sent a wave of furniture hurtling towards Matt—the table, cabinets, and even the tea set each becoming deadly projectiles.

Matt dove and rolled, narrowly avoiding a lacquered cabinet that splintered against the wall where his head had been moments before. He scrambled to his feet, bursting out of the house and into the side yard. But his pursuer was relentless, cornering him against the low stone wall that surrounded the property.

Just as the sigiltech user raised his hand for what would surely be a devastating attack, a blue streak erupted from the shadows. Shaq launched himself at the man's face. Razor-sharp claws and venomous fangs digging in.

The sigiltech user's scream was cut brutally short as Shaq's potent venom took effect. He toppled backward, body convulsing, before going ominously still.

“Thanks for the save, Shaq," Matt breathed, his face pale.

Back in the yard, I looked up as the Gilded appeared overhead, using push and pull to leap a low building in a single bound. He landed before me like a force of nature, his clothing unable to hid the bright glow of the golden sigils etched into his chest.

I braced myself as he unleashed a massive attack.We pushed against each other, our conflicting forces canceling the other out. It was a quick test of strength I followed up with my own assault, using enhance to amplify the strength of my attacks while simultaneously employing reduce to weaken his.

Of course, he did the same.

We battled across Archer's once-pristine lawn, each exchange leaving torn up grass and occasionally scorched earth in its wake. The Gilded was powerful, there was no denying that. But he lacked finesse and creativity. Not that I was doing much better there. I was trying to conserve my strength.

Just as I thought I might have gained the upper hand, another of his lackeys joined the fray. The newcomer's attack caught me off guard, a vicious pull that dragged me ten feet across the grass.

But before the Gilded could capitalize on my momentary vulnerability, Sonia burst onto the scene, her own rings glowing with barely contained power. She intercepted the Gilded's ally, engaging him in a fierce duel that bought me the precious seconds I needed to regain my footing.

The Gilded and I circled each other, both of us breathing heavily. I could feel the toll of the prolonged battle weighing on me, my limbs growing heavy with fatigue. But I knew I couldn't afford to show weakness. Not now.

“You should have brought more of your kind with you,” I said, while working on a new plan. I had an idea I hadn’t tried before. Was this the right time to test it?

"You're good, Murdock," the Gilded admitted, a hint of grudging respect in his voice. "But you're also a fool. Did you really think you could come here, asking questions without consequences?"

"Honestly?" I replied, buying time as I gathered what remained of my strength. "I was kind of hoping for a warmer welcome. Maybe next time, some cookies instead of poisoned tea."

The Gilded's lip curled in a sneer. "Let's see how funny you are when I'm done with you."

He lunged forward, hands outstretched, chaos energy crackling between his fingers. But this time, I was ready for him.

In that split second before he made contact, I activated shift. The world blurred around me as I teleported, reappearing directly behind the Gilded. Before he could react, I placed my hand on the back of his neck.

"Goodnight," I whispered.

Calm to Death flowed from me into him, an inexorable tide of tranquility that overwhelmed his defenses. The Gilded's eyes widened in shock, then slowly glazed over as the life drained from him. He crumpled to the ground, nothing more than an empty shell.

Around me, the sounds of battle began to die down. Matt, Quasar, Sonia, and Shaq had finished dealing with the remaining attackers. Bodies lay strewn across the yard and inside Archer’s home, while my teammates appeared unscathed.

Except for Emerald.

Exhaustion hit me like a physical blow. My legs trembled, threatening to give out beneath me. But I couldn't rest yet. Not while her life hung in the balance.

I stumbled back into the house, my vision blurry as I made my way to where Emerald lay. Her skin had taken on an alarming grayish tinge, her breathing so shallow it was barely perceptible.

Dropping to my knees beside her, I placed a hand on her forehead. "Come on, Em," I muttered. "Don't you dare die on me now."

Summoning the last dregs of my strength, I channeled restore into her. It wasn’t easy, fatigue making it difficult to control. But gradually, I felt the poison begin to dissipate, driven back by the healing energies.

Emerald's eyes fluttered open, confusion giving way to recognition as she focused on my face. "Boo?” she croaked, her voice barely above a whisper. "What happened?"

Relief washed over me, so intense it was almost painful. "You decided to take a little nap," I said, managing a weak smile. "How are you feeling?"

She grimaced, pushing herself up on shaky arms. "Like I never want to drink tea ever, ever again."

“Good idea,” I replied, helping her to a sitting position.

“How do you feel?” she asked. “You look like hell.”

“I’m tired, Em,” I admitted, slumping down on the floor beside her. My body shivered, forehead dripping sweat. I had teased the Gilded about not bringing friends.

If he had, would any of us still be alive?

Errors had been made. Lessons would be learned. At least I would have a chance to play it better the next time.

The others rushed back into the room, all looking worse for wear but mercifully alive. Matt's face was a thundercloud of anger as he pulled up, though I sensed his relief at seeing Emerald awake.

"I can't believe this," he fumed. "Gia betrayed us. She set us up!"

I shook my head, though the motion sent a fresh wave of dizziness washing over me. "We don't know that. This could have been a trap set by Archer."

"Either way," Quasar interjected, "we've lost our lead. Archer's gone, and we're no closer to finding Nevis or figuring out what's going on with that world-eater."

"Actually," Sonia's voice called from somewhere out of sight, "we didn't lose our lead."

We all turned to see her guided a floating, restrained Archer into the room. The data broker's eyes were wide with fear as he took in the carnage that had been wrought in his home.

"He didn't get very far," Sonia explained, a hint of satisfaction in her voice.

I couldn't help but grin, despite the bone-deep weariness that threatened to overwhelm me. "Nice work, Sonia. Looks like we might get some answers after all."

Archer squirmed against Sonia’s sigiltech bonds, trying to force himself loose. I fixed him with a hard stare, all pretense of friendliness evaporating.

"Alright, Archer," I said, my voice low and dangerous. “Let’s try this conversation again, without the poisoned tea and call to the Gilded. And if you value your life at all, I suggest you consider being a little more forthcoming with your information."
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My head pounded, the room spinning slowly as I tried to focus on Archer. The data broker's nervous energy was palpable, his eyes darting between us, the shattered windows, and the bodies of the dead sigiltech users on the floor.

"We can't stay here," he said, his voice sharp with barely contained panic. “They’ll know they failed, and they’ll try again. It isn’t safe here.”

I wanted to argue, to demand more answers, but the exhaustion from the intense battle and healing Emerald threatened to overwhelm me. "And go where, exactly?" I asked, my suspicion evident despite my fatigue. "How do we know this isn't another trick?”

“We can relocate a house on the street next to this one,” Archer replied quickly. "It's empty, I promise. We'll be safer there, at least for now."

Matt's eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How do you know it’s empty?”

Archer sighed. “Because they’re all empty. Every house, except for mine. Look, I...I own this entire community. All of it. I'm the only one who actually lives here."

Even in my weakened state, I couldn't help but chuckle at the absurdity of it. Emerald, still groggy but recovering beside me, beat me to the punch. "What, you don't like neighbors?"

"Not particularly, no," Archer admitted. "They tend to be nosy."

Quasar smirked. "That's rich, coming from a data broker. Isn't being nosy literally your job description?"

"There's a difference between gathering information for profit and having the bored old lady next door constantly peeking at you through her curtains," Archer retorted. "Now, can we please go? I'd rather not be here when the next round of goons comes to check on their handiwork."

I nodded, grimacing as Matt helped me to my feet. The room spun for a moment, and I had to fight to keep my balance. "Alright, lead the way," I said, fixing Archer with what I hoped was a stern glare. "But I swear, Archer, if this is another trick..."

"It's not," Archer said quickly. "I promise."

The journey to the next house was a blur of pain and effort. I was vaguely aware of Matt supporting most of my weight, of Emerald stumbling along beside us with Sonia's help. By the time we made it inside the new house, I was ready to collapse.

I sank onto a nearby couch, Emerald joining me. The soft cushions were a welcome relief, and I could feel my eyelids growing heavy.

"You two rest," I heard Matt say, his voice seeming to come from far away. "We'll handle the interrogation from here."

The exhaustion weighed heavily on me, but I forced myself to stay awake. Despite Matt's insistence that we rest, I didn’t want to miss this conversation, even if I wasn’t leading it.

“Sonia, let him down,” Matt said. “Shaq, you’re our persuasion.”

“Mmmhmm,” Shaq readily agreed, hopping onto Archer’s the shoulder the moment Sonia dropped him upright into chair. Shaq put his face close to Archer’s, locking on him with a cute-but-deadly glare.

“Okay, Archer," Matt said. "Start talking. And remember, Shaq's got a pretty itchy trigger fang."

Archer swallowed hard, his eyes darting to the jagger perched menacingly next to his face. "What do you want to know?"

"Let's start with the obvious. Did Gia set us up?"

"No!" Archer exclaimed, then quickly modulated his tone as Shaq chittered warningly. "I mean, no, Gia had nothing to do with this."

“Then how are you connected to her?”

“She’s been paying me for a steady stream of intel from the Rim. Anything I can get my hands on, I pass to her. I have to admit, I was surprised to find out that the biggest music superstar in the Spiral is also running a covert operation, but you know a data broker’s primary directive is…to…” He trailed off and grinned.

“Not reveal your sources, or your clients,” Quasar said. “If we brought what you did to the data broker’s guild, you’d be kicked out before we could finish talking.”

“That’s a big risk to take,” Sonia agreed. “Considering you had enough electro to buy this entire community, it must have been some offer to make it worth your while.”

“It was,” Archer agreed.

“Spill it, Archer,” Quasar said. “Everything.”

The data broker sighed, slumping in his chair. "A few days ago, a man named Nevis came to see me. He…hurt me.” Archer absently rubbed at the side of his neck opposite Shaq. “When he was done with his warning, he offered me ten million electro. He said that if anyone showed up asking about the Gilded to contact him immediately and stall them if I could.”

“Ten million?" Emerald whistled weakly beside me. "That's a lot of lipstick. Too bad you can’t get any out here.”

Matt shot her a somewhat bemused glance before turning back to Archer, his anger flaring up again. “You offered us poison tea before you knew what we had come to ask you about. You almost killed Emerald.”

“I…I recognized you. The Prime Archon and the Empire’s heroes. Given your position, I figured there was a good chance you were here about the Gilded. So I went to the kitchen and contacted Nevis while I made some tea. You’re not just an Archon, Ben. You’re the GOAT. So I added more toxin. It was supposed to knock you out, not kill you.” He looked at Emerald. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, I completely forgive you for trying to secretly murder me and my team,” Emerald replied, managing thick sarcasm despite her weakness.

“You’re only sorry because you got caught,” Matt added.

“You have to understand,” Archer said. “Nevis isn't just some client. The Gilded... they're dangerous. More dangerous than you know." He rubbed at his neck again.

“We’re pretty dangerous, too,” Matt scoffed.

Archer shook his head vehemently. "Not like them. Those were just recruits you tangled with. The core group, the ones who fled here after their failed coup? They're not such pushovers.”

"How many Gilded are we talking about?" Quasar asked, her tactical mind clearly working overtime.

"Ten," Archer replied. "They've been busy since they arrived in the Rim, building a power base to rival the Family."

"Only nine now," I corrected, remembering the Gilded I'd taken down in the yard.

"The Family is doing the same thing,” Sonia pointed out. “Recruiting anyone who can use sigiltech."

“An arms race?” Matt asked, looking at me. “Keep was afraid that’s what would happen if we let knowledge of it spread. It looks like he was right.”

“The pendulum was bound to swing the other way, but it’ll even out over time,” I answered softly. “It better.”

“In my estimation,” Archer said, “The Gilded and the Family are on a path to full-blown war. The balance of power out here in the Rim is delicate, to say the least."

"And where do you fit into all this?" Quasar asked, fixing Archer with a hard stare.

He squirmed under my gaze. "I'm just a data broker. I try to stay neutral, sell information to the highest bidder. I wouldn’t just rat out a client, except…” He looked at the floor, cowed by whatever Nevis had done to him.

"What about the world-eater?" Matt interjected. "That massive ship that's been destroying planets. What do you know about that?"

Archer's face went blank for a moment, and I saw a flicker of fear in his eyes. "I...I don't know anything about that. I swear."

"Bullshit," Quasar snapped. "You're a data broker. You know something about everything."

Archer's composure cracked under the pressure. "Alright, alright! I...I might know something. It's not much, but..." He took a deep breath. “These are only rumors, which is why I didn’t want to say. I don’t like to talk about things I can’t verify. What I’ve heard is that the huge ship came from beyond the Rim. Like, way, way beyond. That it’s some kind of lost alien tech or something.”

“Who brought it here?” Matt asked. “How did they find it? How did they get it back here from so far away in a reasonable amount of time?”

“I don’t know,” Archer replied, flinching when Shaq growled at the answer. “I swear! Like I said, it’s all rumors I picked up. Maybe there’s nothing to it.”

“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” Matt said. “Do you know why the world-eater is here?”

“I know it’s attacked two mining planets so far. I assume it wants minerals of some kind. If the Gilded are involved, I’d also assume the minerals are connected to sigiltech.”

“Right on both counts,” Quasar agreed. “You said Nevis contacted you about ratting us out. Now we need you to rat Nevis out. Where can we find him?”

“I don’t know,” Archer said.

“You know what?” Quasar said. “You’re a terrible liar. Shaq, next time he doesn’t tell the truth, bite him.”

“Mmmmhmmm,” Shaq agreed.

“The Apex,” Archer immediately said. “It’s a club on the roof of the Tronium Tower. It opened a couple of months ago. Membership is by invitation only.”

“A front for the Gilded’s operations, most likely,” Quasar said.

"A secret base hidden in plain sight at the most obvious location in the city?" Emerald chimed in. "That's a bit on the nose, don't you think?"

"Sometimes the most obvious hiding place is the best one," Sonia mused. "People tend to overlook what's right in front of them."

I nodded, wincing as the motion sent a fresh wave of pain through my skull. "It's worth checking out, at least. We don't exactly have a lot of other leads right now."

"Agreed," Matt said. "But first, you two need to rest," he added, gesturing to Emerald and me. "We're safe here for now. We can plan our next move once you've had a chance to recover."

The words had barely left his mouth when a high pitched whine sounded from overhead.

“Incoming!” Quasar shouted, grabbing Matt and pulling him down. One of Sonia’s rings flared, activating reflect just before a deafening explosion nearby rocked the house. The windows shattered inward, the glass and concussive force bouncing off Sonia’s protective barrier.

As the ringing in our ears subsided, we could hear the crackle of flames and the ominous sound of creaking metal.

"What the hell was that?" Emerald shouted, her voice muffled by the chaos.

Archer, his face pale with shock, scrambled to his feet and peered out a broken window. "Oh no," he whispered. "My house. It's... it's gone. They hit it with a missile."

The implications of his words sank in quickly. Whoever was after us wasn't taking any more chances. If they were willing to level an entire house just to ensure their targets were eliminated, they were probably willing to level the entire community.

I forced myself to my feet, ignoring the wave of dizziness that threatened to overwhelm me. "We need to move," I said, my voice somehow steady despite the chaos around us. "Now."

As we gathered ourselves, preparing to flee once more, Emerald voiced what we were all thinking:

"Maybe we should go to a hotel or back to Head Case or something? I hear they're much harder to wantonly blow up."
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"We need to contact Head Case," I said, fumbling for my Remote Flight Deck. My fingers felt clumsy as I activated the device, willing my foggy brain to focus.

After a moment of static, Leo's voice crackled through. "Ben? Is everything okay?"

"Not exactly," I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. "We need an immediate pickup. Things have gone sideways, and⁠—"

"Wait," Archer interrupted. "You can't bring your ship here. Damocles Security won't allow it. They'll try to shoot you down before you even enter the city limits."

I turned to Archer, frustration bubbling up inside me. "We don't have much choice. In case you hadn't noticed, someone is trying very hard to kill us."

Archer shook his head vehemently. "You don't understand. If your ship comes, you'll have to leave the planet completely. You’ll lose your chance to speak to Nevis.”

“You have to be kidding me right now,” I cried. “Someone can lob missiles at us, but we can’t bring in our ship?”

“Have you paid off security?” Archer replied.

I hesitated, torn between the urgent need to escape and the knowledge that we couldn't leave Damocles yet. We were still no closer to uncovering the truth about the world-eater.

“I would think you’d want to be picked up,” Quasar said to the data broker.

“Of course, I’d rather not be blown up. But Damocles is still my home. I’m not eager to leave.”

"Ben?" Leo's voice came through again, tinged with concern. "What's going on? Do you need pickup?”

I took a deep breath, making a split-second decision. "Change of plans, Leo. We can't risk bringing Head Case into the city. But I need you to be on high alert. If anyone approaches the ship, be ready to take off at a moment's notice. Got it?"

"Understood," Leo replied, though I could hear the uncertainty in his voice. "Be careful out there, Ben."

As I ended the transmission, Archer was already moving towards the door. "I have an idea," he said. "But we need to move fast."

We followed him out into the street, the acrid smell of smoke and burning debris filling the air while sirens wailed in the distance. Archer led us to another house a short distance away, fumbling with a keypad by the door.

"Another empty house?" Matt asked skeptically.

Archer nodded as the door slid open. "Like I said, I own the whole neighborhood.”

“Um, ten electro says they try to blow this one up, too,” Emerald said.

“Probably,” Archer agreed. “But this one has something we need."

We hurried inside, and Archer led us straight to the garage. As the lights flickered on, I saw what he meant. A sleek, nondescript transport vehicle sat in the center of the space. It was the kind of bland cargo box that could easily blend in with city traffic.

"Nice," Emerald murmured appreciatively, despite her weakened state.

Just as we were piling into the vehicle, a deafening explosion rocked the ground. Through the garage's small window, I saw a fireball engulf the house we'd just left. The ground shuddered beneath us, the garage door rattling violently without giving way.

"They're getting closer," Quasar said, helping Emerald into the back seat.

Archer slid into the driver's seat, his hands shaking slightly as he activated the transport's systems. "Everyone in?" he asked.

A chorus of affirmatives rang out as the garage door began to open. Archer didn't wait for it to finish, gunning the engine and sending us lurching forward. We scraped the top of the transport as we cleared the opening, but Archer didn't slow down.

We'd barely made it a block when a high-pitched whistle cut through the air. I looked up to see a missile streaking towards us, its trajectory unmistakable.

"Incoming!" I shouted, my entire body tensing. I was sure this would be the time, place, and means of my demise. Not even restore could save me from being blown up by an explosive projectile.

But Sonia could.

The ring on her left index finger flared to life as she targeted the transport with reflect. The missile struck the invisible shield and detonated, but the force of the explosion was reflected away, adding more force to the surrounding blast while the transport motored along as if nothing had just happened. As the smoke cleared, I turned to thank her, only to find her slumped unconscious in her seat. The effort of maintaining the action against the force of a missile had taken its toll.

"Sonia!" Emerald cried out, reaching for her.

"She's alive," I assured her after a quick check. "Just exhausted. She saved our lives."

“We’ve got company,” Archer announced, pointing forward.

I leaned over to see past Matt’s head in the passenger seat. We were nearing the gates of the community.

A group of armed goons were waiting, their weapons trained on our approaching vehicle.

"Oh, come on," Matt groaned, reaching for his sidearm.

Quasar was already in action, leaning out the window on the rear driver’s side and returning fire with deadly accuracy. Matt joined her, and soon the air was filled with the sound of gunfire from both sides.

"Hang on!" Archer yelled as he swerved to avoid the full brunt of the assault. Even so, bullets pinged along the hood and into the glass, revealing the transport’s less-than-typical nature.

“We’re bulletproof!” Emerald cried. “Woooo!”

“Bullet resistant,’ Archer corrected. “Not the same thing. Hang on.”

Three of the enemy goons had already succumbed to Matt and Zar’s return fire. Archer hit the accelerator, crashing through the front gates and breaking them from their hinges. The remaining goons took cover behind their vehicles to avoid the flying debris, a mistake on their part. They’d tried to blockade the road with the vehicles, but our new data broker friend wasn’t having any of that. He continued speeding up as he slammed the fronts of their vehicles, throwing them both sideways into the covering goons.

The impact was jarring for us too. I groaned in response to the waves of pain through my skull, even as we hurtled onto the main road towards the city. For a moment, I dared to hope we might have escaped the worst of it.

That hope was short-lived.

The roar of engines filled the air as a trio of sleek motorcycles that, fittingly, bore a resemblance to Tron light cycles swung into view behind us, each carrying a driver and an apparent gunner. They closed the distance rapidly, trying to catch up to us before we reached the more dense confines of the inner city. “We've got company!" I shouted, bracing myself as Archer swerved to avoid a burst of gunfire from our pursuers.

Matt and Quasar wasted no time, leaning out the windows once more to engage our new threat. Once again, bullets slapped against the transport, unable to immediately pierce its extra-armored hide.

“Why do you have an armored transport, anyway?” Emerald innocently asked in the middle of the chaos.

“Believe it or not, for situations like this,” Archer replied, swerving into oncoming traffic. Horns blared and brakes squealed as he went to the far side to avoid the oncoming cars. Behind us, the motorcycles followed, nearly colliding with the obstacles before slipping back into our six.

Looking forward, I could see where our current road split into two narrower, one-way roads, the skyscrapers of Tronium looming overhead.

“Archer!” I cried, seeing we were running out of time.

“Relax,” Archer replied, swinging the transport back into the flow of traffic. The three bikes tried to cut back behind him, but only two of them made it. The third hit an oncoming vehicle, smashing its front as the two riders were thrown.

“Ouch,” Emerald said, looking backward to see the outcome of the crash. “That had to hurt.”

Archer had no choice but to slow as we entered the city proper, going down a narrow street that was only becoming more dense as he did. He blared his horn, swerving around pedestrians so close I could hardly believe he didn’t hit them.

They scattered more readily as the remaining two motorcycles caught up and gunfire echoed from both sides, though now only Zar leaned out from her side. There’s wasn’t enough room to shoot on the other without being decapitated.

“Hold on!” Archer said, just before making a hard right. The transport skidded slightly, breaking down a tinier street that forced Quasar inside.

“I’ve got this,” Emerald said suddenly from the back seat.

“Em, you were almost dead thirty minutes ago,” I replied.

She didn’t listen, climbing over her seat and pushing open one of the doors at the back of the transport. She held onto it, using it as cover while she leaned out to shoot.

Almost immediately, the lead bike went down as Emerald’s rounds found the helmet of the driver and punched through. The motorcycle flipped end over end, sending its riders tumbling across the pavement, one surely dead, one possibly still alive.

She slammed the doors closed again, looking back at me with a sheepish grin. “Oops.”

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at that, despite the added pain it caused my head. The trouble wasn’t over yet, though. One more bike remained, determined to stop us.

Archer led him on a merry chase, cutting down street after street, turning into dark alleys and crossing to brightly lit thoroughfares, his horn blazing the entire time.

“We need to end this,” I said.

“Agreed,” Archer replied.

He slammed on the brakes.

Our attacker, not expecting the maneuver, was too slow to react. The front of the bike slammed into the rear of the transport with enough force to leave a dent, throwing both driver and gunner up and onto the roof. Before they could find purchase, I used strength I didn’t really have to push them back as Archer started moving again. The two riders, in whatever state the crash had left them in, tumbled off the transport and landed on the road.

“That was amazing!" Emerald cried. “Go Team Hondo!”

"Don't celebrate yet," Quasar warned, her eyes scanning our surroundings for potential threats. "We're not out of this yet."

As if to emphasize her point, the sound of sirens began to fill the air. Damocles Security was responding to the chaos we'd left in our wake.

"We need to get off the streets," I said. "Archer, is there anywhere safe we can go?"

"I know a place. It's not far from the Apex, actually. A hotel where they don't ask questions."

"Sounds perfect," Matt said. "Let's just hope it's not another trap."

Archer flinched at the accusation but didn't argue. He guided the transport through a series of turns, taking us deeper into the heart of Tronium. The sirens grew more distant as we put distance between ourselves and the scene of our dramatic escape.

Finally, Archer pulled up in front of a nondescript building. It wasn't as run-down as I might have expected for a no-questions-asked establishment, but it certainly wasn't top-tier either.

"This is it," Archer said. "I can get us a room. A suite, actually. Somewhere you can rest and recover.”

“So, you’re helping us now?” Emerald asked.

“What do you call what I’ve been doing since we changed houses?”

“Self-preservation.”

“They tried to kill me, too. And they won’t stop trying. So yes, that means I’m helping you now. Because you might be the only ones who can get me out of this mess.”

“Kind of serves you right for agreeing to help a Gilded in the first place,” Matt said.

“I didn’t have a lot of options. But I guess it does.”

I nodded, the adrenaline of our escape finally beginning to wear off. The exhaustion from earlier was returning with a vengeance, and I could see similar fatigue etched on the faces of my companions.

"Quasar," I said. "I need you to take the transport and ditch it somewhere. We can't risk it being traced back to us."

Quasar nodded. "I'll take care of it. Don't worry about me, I'll make my way back here on foot."

As she slid into the driver's seat, I couldn't help but feel a twinge of concern. "Be careful out there, Zar. We need you back in one piece."

She offered a tight smile. "Always am. You just focus on getting some rest. Something tells me we're going to need all our strength for whatever comes next."

As Quasar drove off, the rest of us made our way into the hotel. Archer approached the front desk, speaking in low tones with the clerk. Money changed hands, and soon we were being led to an elevator.

The penthouse suite was impressive, especially considering the hotel's unassuming exterior. Plush furnishings, a fully stocked bar, and floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view of Tronium's skyline greeted us as we entered.

"Make yourselves at home," Archer said, gesturing around the space. "I'll be in the other room if you need me."

As Archer disappeared into one of the bedrooms, I sank onto a nearby couch, the events of the day finally catching up with me. Emerald collapsed next to me, while Matt gently laid the still-unconscious Sonia on another sofa.

"Well," Matt said, running a hand through his hair, "that was certainly an eventful afternoon."

I couldn't help but chuckle, despite the gravity of our situation. "Just another day in the life of Team Hondo, right?"

Emerald groaned. "If this is what being a hero is like, I think I prefer my old job."

"Which was what, exactly?" Matt asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Professional couch tester," Emerald replied with a weak grin. "Speaking of which, I think I need to do some quality control on this one." With that, she stretched out, her eyes already drooping closed.

It wasn’t long before I did the same.
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I stirred from a deep sleep, my mind slowly crawling back to consciousness. The soft glow of city lights filtered through the windows, casting long shadows across the room. Matt's face swam into focus above me.

"Ben," he said quietly, "it's time to wake up. We need to talk."

I groaned, pushing myself up into a sitting position. My head still throbbed, but the pain had dulled to a manageable ache. "How long was I out?" I asked, noticing that I had been relocated from the sofa to a bedroom.

"About six hours," Matt replied. "It's late, but we can't afford to wait any longer. The others are already up."

As if on cue, there was a knock at the door. Emerald poked her head in, her usual slightly-unhinged grin replaced by a look of uncharacteristic seriousness. "Room service just arrived. Figured you might want to join us for a midnight snack before we, you know, potentially get ourselves killed."

I nodded, sliding off the bed and following them to the main room. The others were gathered around a table laden with an assortment of dishes. Sonia sat in an armchair, looking pale but alert. Quasar stood by the window, her eyes scanning the cityscape below. Archer hovered near the edge of the group, his nervous energy palpable.

As I settled into a chair, Matt pushed a plate towards me. "Eat," he said. "You'll need your strength."

I didn't need to be told twice. As I dug in, the conversation turned to our current predicament.

"So," Emerald said between bites, "what's the plan? Because I'm thinking maybe we should consider a career change. I hear professional pillow tester is a much safer line of work."

"We can't stay here much longer," Quasar said, turning from the window. "The Gilded are looking for us, and it's only a matter of time before they track us down."

I nodded, swallowing a mouthful of food. "Agreed. We need to make our move tonight."

"Are you sure you're up for it?" Matt asked. "You and Sonia both used a lot of chaos energy. Maybe we should wait another day."

I shook my head. "We can't afford to wait. The longer we stay put, the more time they have to find us. Besides, I'm feeling better already." The last part was a lie. I was only at fifty percent, maybe less.

Matt knew me well enough not to be entirely convinced, but he nodded, anyway. He knew we didn’t have a lot of choices right now. "So, what's our play?"

"The Apex," I said, looking around the table. "It's our best lead on Nevis and the Gilded. We need to get in there, scout it out, make conversation, and see if we can learn anything.”

“Preferably without getting killed,” Emerald said.

"Easier said than done," Archer chimed in. “I told you before, the Apex is one of the most exclusive clubs in Tronium. You can't just walk in off the street."

"Then we'll have to get creative," I replied. "What are our options?"

We spent the next hour discussing possible plans, each one seeming more outlandish than the last. A frontal assault was out of the question – we were good, but not that good. Sneaking in through the service entrance was too risky; the security would be tight. Posing as staff might work, but we didn't have the time to establish believable cover identities.

Finally, I had an idea. "What if I go in as one of the club's members?" I suggested. "I could use chaos energy to change my appearance. Archer, you’re a data broker. You must know who else is part of the club.”

Archer's eyes widened. "I know the names and faces of several members. If you could convincingly imitate one of them..."

"It's risky," Quasar warned. "If your disguise slips even for a moment, we're done."

“I don’t know how you would even do that,” Sonia said. “Is there a mimic sigil?”

“No, but there should be,” I replied. “I’ll have to combine a few sigils into one action. I’ve done it before. Anyway, it's the best shot we've got.”

“I don’t know,” Matt said. “There’s high risk, high reward, and then there’s extreme risk, extremely dead.”

“I’ll be fine,” I insisted. “Shaq will come with me, hidden in my jacket, ready to bite anyone threatening. And maybe one of you can join me as my date, for backup."

“Am I in the running for this?” Matt asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “Archer?”

“The guy I have in mind isn’t gay, if that’s what you’re asking,” he replied.

“Not in the running,” Matt said, looking relieved.

"Ooh, pick me!" Emerald said, raising her hand. "I've always wanted to crash a fancy party."

“Are you sure you're up for maintaining that level of chaos energy use?" Sonia asked. “Because I’m not right now.”

"I have to be."

With the plan decided, we sprang into action. Archer pulled up images of a VIP member named Cassius Vorn, a wealthy industrialist known for his extravagant lifestyle. I studied the man's features intently, then began practicing the transformation.

It took several attempts and no small amount of effort, but eventually, I managed to create a convincing facsimile of Vorn's face using a combination of light, reflect, enhance, expand, and reduce to alter both facial structure and cast an illusion around the minor changes I effected. The others watched in fascination as I cycled through different expressions, matching Vorn's mannerisms as best I could.

"Not bad," Emerald said, circling me with a critical eye. "You might want to work on that sneer a bit more, though. Rich jerks always have that 'I'm better than you' look down pat."

I grinned, dropping the illusion for a moment. "I'll keep that in mind."

Archer stood up, brushing imaginary lint from his sleeve. "Well, if we're doing this, you'll need the right attire. I know just the place."

"Hold up," Matt interjected, his eyes narrowing. "You're not going anywhere alone."

Archer's shoulders slumped. "Really? After I helped you escape, you still don't trust me?"

"You helped us escape after you tattled on us and nearly got us killed in the first place," I reminded him.

"True"

"Besides, trust is earned," Quasar said, rising to her feet. "And you've got a ways to go." She turned to me. "I can go with him."

"That's a good idea," I replied.

"Fine," Archer huffed. "But try to keep up. We don't have all night."

As they headed for the door, I called out, "Hey, Archer?"

He turned, eyebrow raised. "Yes?"

"Nothing too flashy, alright? We're going for inconspicuous."

A wry smile crossed his face. "In the Apex? Sorry, Ben, but inconspicuous is a designer label."

Emerald chuckled. "He's got you there, Boo."

"Just... do your best," I sighed.

"Always do," Archer replied with a wink.

As the door closed behind them, Matt shook his head. "I still don't like this."

"None of us do," I admitted. "But right now, he's our best shot at getting to Nevis."

"Speaking of shots," Emerald chimed in, "anyone else think a little pre-mission drink might help take the edge off?"

"Rain check on that one, Em. I think I'll use this time to catch a few more z's. Wake me when they get back?"

"You got it," Matt nodded, his expression softening with concern. "Get some rest. Something tells me you're going to need it."

An hour later, I stood before a mirror, barely recognizing myself. Cassius Vorn's face stared back at me, resplendent in an outrageously expensive suit. Shaq was safely tucked away inside my jacket, his small form barely noticeable. I dropped my Mission Impossible mask to conserve strength, satisfied with my ability to recreate it as needed.

Emerald emerged from the other room, and I had to do a double-take. She wore a shimmering green dress that hugged her curves, her hair styled in an elegant updo. She looked stunning, every inch the socialite arm candy.

"Well?" she asked, twirling. "Will I do?"

"You look amazing," I said, then quickly added in Vorn's haughty tone, "I mean, I suppose you'll suffice, but clearly I make you look better."

Emerald laughed. "There's that rich jerk sneer I was talking about. Bonus points for the over-the-top arrogance. You're a natural."

As we prepared to leave, Matt pulled me aside. "Be careful out there," he said, his voice low. "If anything goes wrong, abort the mission. We'll find another way."

I nodded, clasping his shoulder. "We've got this. Just be ready with that extraction plan if we need it."

With final checks of our comms and a round of tense goodbyes, Emerald and I set off for the Tronium Tower. The streets were still busy despite the late hour, the city's nightlife in full swing. We attracted a few appreciative glances as we made our way to the towering skyscraper that housed the Apex.

At the ground floor, we encountered our primary obstacle. The Apex's security guards recognized me immediately. "Mr. Vorn," one of them said. "Welcome back."

"Is my usual table waiting for me?" I asked.

"It should be," the second guard replied. "It's kept reserved in your name full-time."

"Very good." I started forward toward the elevator leading up to the Apex. The guards hesitantly blocked my path.

"Uh...sorry Mr. Vorn," the first said. "We need to see your membership identifier."

I stopped moving. Of course, we'd accounted for this possibility and formulated a response. In this case, go bold or go home.

"ID? Are you serious?" Emerald scoffed, perfectly embodying the role of a pampered, indignant socialite. "Do you know who this is? You called him by name, so you obviously do. He doesn't need a membership identifier. His face is his ID!"

I quickly picked up the thread, channeling Vorn's arrogance. "This is outrageous," I drawled. "I've been coming here since opening night."

"I...I'm sorry, sir," the guard said. "But it's rules and all. I don't want to lose my job. Don't you have your pad on you?"

"No, I don't have my pad on me," I hissed back as arrogantly as possible. "I left it back home, not that it's any concern of yours. Do I need to reach out to Nevis and have him escort me in himself?"

The guards exchanged uncertain glances. After a tense moment, the lead guard waved us through with another muttered apology.

As we stepped into the elevator that would take us to the Apex, Emerald and I shared a brief look of relief.

“That was amazing, Boo!” she laughed. “And so much fun! We need to do this more often. Do you think we could sneak into the White House?”

“I’m pretty sure I don’t want to try,” I replied. Despite the food and sleep, I could sense myself beginning to tire already. Using four actions at once to make Vorn’s face was a heavy task. “We need to be quick. I can’t hold this mask together for more than an hour, tops.”

“We’ll make it, Boo.”

“Shaq, you good in there, bud?” I asked.

“Mmmmhmm,” he replied.

I did my best to stay focused and calm. We'd made it past the first hurdle, but the real challenge was just beginning. As the elevator ascended, I took a deep breath, steeling myself for whatever awaited us at the top.

The doors slid open, revealing the glittering world of the Apex beyond.

Showtime.
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The scene before us took my breath away. I expected opulence and excess, and I got it in spades.

Crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, casting prismatic light across the room. The bar stretched along one wall, its surface gleaming with polished rare metals. Plush seating areas were scattered throughout, offering intimate spaces for quiet conversations or clandestine deals.

Floor-to-ceiling windows provided a breathtaking view of the city below, the neon lights of Tronium spread out like a glittering carpet. A live band played on a small stage, their smooth sound providing the perfect backdrop for the murmur of conversations and the clink of expensive glassware.

As we stepped out of the elevator, I felt Emerald's hand tighten on my arm. She played her part to perfection, her eyes wide with wonder as she took in our surroundings.

"Oh, wow," she cooed, her voice pitched just loud enough to be overheard, "it's even more fabulous than you described!"

I gave her a patronizing smile, channeling Vorn's arrogance. "Of course it is. I wouldn't associate with anything less than the absolute best."

Our entrance didn't go unnoticed. Several heads turned our way, and I could hear the whispers starting already. Vorn was clearly a regular here, and his arrival with a stunning new companion was cause for interest.

A sleek, well-dressed man approached us with a snakelike grin. "Cassius! I was hoping I would see you here tonight. I need an update on those regulators you owe me." He paused, noticing Emerald. "But forget about that for a second. Who is this?"

I inclined my head slightly, hoping I was mimicking Vorn's mannerisms correctly. "This is Ruby. My companion for the evening."

Emerald extended her hand with a coy smile, and the man bent to kiss it. "Ruby. A beautiful name for a beautiful woman. You've outdone yourself this time, Cassius. She's absolutely exquisite."

"Aren't I, though?" Emerald quipped, offering the man a seductive smile.

He flinched before laughing. "I'm sure you'll have fun with her."

"If you'll excuse us," I said dismissively, "we'll be heading to my table."

"Of course," the man said, his interest in regulators forgotten by his greater interest in ogling Emerald.

"Where is your table?" she whispered to me as we crossed the club. My eyes danced across booths both occupied and empty.

"I don't know," I replied. "Any guesses?"

"He's a pretty big deal. Pick one next to the window and hope we're right."

I eyed the booths near the window. Only two of them were free. "That one in the corner."

As we made our way across the room, I could feel the weight of eyes upon us. Emerald basked in the attention, giggling and waving at a few of the patrons who caught her eye.

"You're enjoying this far too much," I muttered under my breath.

She grinned. "You don't appreciate my feminine wiles enough. Besides, did you see their faces? I think I just became the most envied woman in Tronium."

"I appreciate your friendship more than your sex appeal."

"Aww, Boo. That's so sweet." She hugged my arm a little tighter.

We reached Vorn's private table, a plush booth nestled in a corner with an excellent view of both the club and the city beyond. As we settled in, a waiter materialized almost instantly.

"The usual, Mr. Vorn?" he asked deferentially.

I nodded, hoping 'the usual' wasn't something too outlandish. "And whatever the lady desires."

As Emerald placed her order, I took the opportunity to survey the room. The club was busy, but not crowded. Groups of well-dressed patrons clustered around tables and at the bar, their conversations a low hum beneath the music.

I was already pushing four sigils worth of chaos energy at once, a constant drain on my strength. Adding another action would drain me a lot harder, but we'd come for information. I added a second layer of enhance to sharpen my hearing. Snippets of conversation floated to me from across the room.

"...merger should be finalized by the end of the quarter..."

"...heard the Empire may be taking more of an interest in the Outer Rim..."

"...swear, if that upstart tries to undercut me one more time..."

Nothing particularly useful. But then, a whispered conversation from near the bar caught my attention.

"...carapal's nearly finished on Galvus."

Carapal? Was that the world-eater's real name?

"How long?" another voice asked.

"A few more weeks. After that, one more hemolite-rich planet and we'll have enough material to build the station."

My pulse quickened. This was it. I focused harder, straining to catch every word.

The second voice replied, sounding skeptical. "Why do we even need the station when we have the carapal? It's unstoppable."

"Don't be naive," the first voice hissed. "There are ways to stop it. The Family will figure it out eventually. The station has always been the real goal. The carapal just sped up the timeline."

"Why not send the carapal against the Family now? Wipe them out before they become a threat."

"It doesn't work like that. The carapal is a wrecking ball, not a scalpel. We can't control it with that level of precision."

"Fine, then send it against the Empire. That'll keep them busy while we finish our plans."

"Not yet. We wait until all the pieces are in place. Patience. Our time is coming."

I scanned the bar, trying to identify the speakers. Two men stood slightly apart from the others, their heads bent close together. One was tall and thin, with a shock of white hair. The other was shorter, stockier, with a neatly trimmed beard.

I leaned in close to Emerald, keeping my voice low. "See those two at the bar? The tall one and the bearded one? They're involved in whatever the Gilded are using the world-eater for. They may be Gilded themselves. We need to get one of them alone, preferably outside where we can take them prisoner. And we need to do it without them suspecting."

Emerald's eyes flicked to the bar, then back to me. Her smile never wavered. "Leave it to me, Boo. I'll have the bearded guy eating out of my hand in no time."

I nodded, reaching for my Remote Flight Deck. "I'll contact Matt, have the team ready outside. Be careful, Em."

"Always am," she replied with a wink. Then, louder, "I think I'll freshen up. Don't miss me too much."

As Emerald sauntered towards the bar, I activated the RFD, keeping it hidden beneath the table. "Matt? We've got a situation. I need you and the others to wait near the tower. Emerald's going to try and lure one of the Gilded outside. Be ready to move in on them. We need to stun him and break his sigils."

"Copy that," Matt's voice returned softly through the device. "We're on our way. Stay safe in there, Ben. And don't worry about us. This isn't our first dance."

I watched as Emerald approached the bar, positioning herself near the two men. She fumbled with her clutch, dropping it near the bearded man's feet. He bent to retrieve it, and just like that, she had an opening.

Within moments, she had him laughing, his hand on her arm as he signaled the bartender. I had to admire her skill; she really was a natural at this.

I was so focused on watching Emerald work that I almost didn't notice when someone slid into the booth beside me. Almost.

"Enjoying the view, Cassius?"

I turned, my heart rate spiking as I recognized the man next to me. Nevis. The Gilded leader himself, sitting not two feet away. I fought to keep my expression neutral, acutely aware of how precarious our situation had suddenly become.

"Nevis," I said, inclining my head slightly. "I didn't expect to see you here tonight."

"Oh, you know me. I like to keep an eye on things. Speaking of which, how are the preparations coming along? Have you secured the materials we discussed?"

I had to think fast. What materials? What preparations? I decided to play it safe. "Everything's on schedule," I said, trying to sound confident.

Nevis nodded slowly, his eyes never leaving my face. "Good, good." His gaze drifted to the bar, where Emerald was still chatting animatedly with the bearded man. "Your date seems to be enjoying herself without you," he observed. "Doesn't that bother you?"

I shrugged, trying to channel Vorn's indifference. "You know how it is. You bring a pretty girl to a place like this to show off, quickly realize the girl is insufferably unintelligent, and can't wait to be rid of her. She's just a pretty face. One of many. Let her have her fun." It bothered me to talk about Emerald that way. Sure, she was a little unhinged sometimes, but she was still my friend.

Something flashed in Nevis's eyes then, a hint of suspicion that left me to wonder if he noticing my discomfort with my words. "I seem to recall you being quite possessive of your companions in the past. Even the stupid ones."

Before I could respond, I saw Emerald and the bearded man getting up from the bar. She glanced our way, her eyes widening slightly as she saw me with Nevis. For a moment, she hesitated, clearly torn between her mission and her concern for me. Then, with a barely perceptible nod, she turned back to her mark and continued to the exit, leaving with him.

"Tell me, Cassius," Nevis said, "how is your daughter doing these days?"

I hesitated. There hadn't been time for Archer to go into too much detail on Vorn's personal life. I had a fifty-fifty shot at this. "She's... fine," I said, trying to sound nonchalant. "You know how kids are at that age."

Nevis's expression hardened. "That's interesting," he said, his voice cold. "Considering Cassius Vorn doesn't have a daughter."

I grimaced. It figured that I had guessed wrong.

Nevis's hand shot out, and I felt the beginning of an attempt to push me back into my seat and pin me there. I was ready for the maneuver, already dropping my chaos energy mask and swapping it out for negate. My action canceled his, and I felt the strain of effort lift off me, even as I stared at the apparent Gilded leader with my true face.

"Surprise," I barked.

Nevis's eyes widened in shock, then narrowed in fury. "You," he snarled. "I should have known."

But before either of us could make another move, the fates had more chaos in store.

The massive windows of the Apex just beside us suddenly exploded inward in a shower of glass and metal. As patrons screamed and dove for cover, a familiar figure came crashing through the debris.

Lyra landed in a crouch, her team right behind her. She pivoted to face Nevis and me, a predatory grin spreading across her face.

"Well, well," she said, her voice carrying over the pandemonium. "Looks like I crashed quite the party."

As Nevis and I both scrambled to our feet, I couldn't help but think that our already complicated situation had just become exponentially worse.

The Apex, once a bastion of luxury and exclusivity, had in a heartbeat transformed into a battlefield. And I was caught right in the middle of it all.


CHAPTER 30
[image: ]


The chaos that erupted in the Apex was immediate and devastating. Lyra's team, bursting through the shattered windows like avenging angels, wasted no time in opening fire. The air filled with the acrid smell of ozone as energy weapons discharged, their blasts cutting through the opulent decor and sending patrons scrambling for cover. All around me, the sounds of screams and shattering glass mingled with the staccato rhythm of gunfire.

Lyra had landed beyond the table where Nevis and I still sat, momentarily frozen in shock. She whirled around, our eyes meeting for a fraction of a second before she zeroed in on Nevis.

Raising her hand, sigiltech rings glowing, I could sense the chaos energy pouring from them toward Nevis. But the Gilded was ready for her. With a casual flick of his wrist and a soft intonation I didn’t hear, he deflected her attack and pushed back with overpowering force, sending her careening into a nearby table.

"Is that the best you can do?" Nevis taunted, his voice carrying over the din of battle. "I expected more from the Family's favorite mercenary.”

"Shaq," I whispered urgently while he was distracted, "go for Nevis."

The jagger didn't hesitate. He launched himself from my jacket, a blur of blue fur launching only a couple of feet toward the Gilded. But he had already sensed the new threat. Just as Shaq was about to sink his venomous fangs into the Gilded's shoulder, Nevis's hand shot out.

“Pulsar!” he hissed, and a wave of invisible force slammed into Shaq, sending him tumbling through the air. My heart clenched as I saw my small friend hit the far wall.

Nevis, seeing his window of opportunity closing, made a split-second decision. Hopping onto the bench, he turned toward the shattered window, glancing back at me with a smug smile. I reached out with chaos energy. Too late.

Without hesitation, Nevis gracefully vaulted over the broken glass and out into the night air. For a moment, I could picture him plummeting to his death. I even tried to throw negate at him, but he had already set himself up with disperse, canceling out my attempt and letting himself fall in the short-term. He reappeared momentarily, if only to taunt me, before vanishing again, in a controlled descent to the ground.

I didn't have time to dwell on Nevis's escape. The elevator doors at the far end of the club slid open, disgorging a platoon of heavily armed security guards. They poured into the room, their weapons raised and ready.

"Freeze!" the lead guard bellowed. "Everyone on the ground, now!"

But Lyra's team had no intention of surrendering. They returned fire immediately, turning the Apex into a war zone. Energy blasts and plasma bolts crisscrossed the room, leaving scorch marks on walls and furniture. The air filled with the awful smell of burning textile.

With a few bolts headed my way, I pushed over my table and ducked behind it. This had spiraled out of control way too fast. At this point, I just wanted to get out of here.

Looking at the open window Nevis had just used, I was tempted to make the jump myself. I had fallen from higher than the Apex without a second thought. But I was worn out and weak. Besides, I wasn’t about to leave Shaq on his own.

I peered around the side of the table, watching the carnage unfold. Sapphire, was pinned down behind the bar, returning fire with a sleek pistol that looked more like a work of art than a weapon. The reptilian alien, Issa, moved with startling speed for its size, using its four arms to dual-wield massive energy rifles. The weapons spewed heavy blasts that forced the guards to find cover, scattering across the club.

Despite their superior numbers, the guards were clearly outmatched. Lyra's team moved with the coordination of seasoned professionals, covering each other's blind spots.

Movement across the room caught my eye. The tall, white-haired man I'd overheard earlier was trying to make his escape, using reflect to absorb any stray bullets headed his way while he broke for the elevator. Sapphire, noticing him, scrambled from her cover, sneaking up behind him. She waited until he had just about reached the elevator, when he turned and pulled the gun of one of Lyra’s two heavyweight brutes out of the man’s hands, to tackle him from behind. They fell forward together, Sapphire trying to get a knife to the Gilded’s throat, apparently attempting to subdue him so they could take him prisoner.

It was a terrible idea.

The Gilded managed to utter his focus word, lifting Sapphire bodily away from him and pinning her to the ceiling, just barely avoiding being stabbed by one of the chandeliers. The Gilded hopped back to his feet, scowling at her as he motioned, throwing her forcefully across the club.

And out the open window.

I didn't think. I just acted. I reached out with pull, latching onto Sapphire. For a heart-stopping moment, she hung suspended in the air beyond the broken window. Then, with a grunt of effort, I yanked her back inside, away from the lethal drop.

Sapphire hit the floor hard, rolling to lessen the impact. She looked up at me, her eyes wide with a mixture of surprise and grudging gratitude. But before either of us could say anything, a blue streak shot toward the Gilded.

Shaq, having recovered from Nevis's attack, had rejoined the fray. He launched himself at the white-haired man, who had turned away, one foot inside the elevator. The jagger's teeth sank deep into the man's neck, and I saw the instant his venom took effect.

The Gilded staggered, having just enough time to reach back to grab whatever had landed on his neck before he died. Shaq jumped away before he could make contact, and he toppled to this floor, his body twitching violently for a few seconds before going still.

As quickly as it had begun, the fighting petered out. The remaining security guards, seeing the futility of their situation, lowered their weapons. Lyra's team, sensing victory, ceased fire as well.

An eerie quiet settled over the Apex, broken only by the soft whimpers of terrified patrons still cowering beneath whatever cover they had found. Shaq hurried back to me, scampering up to his more familiar perch on my shoulder.

“You okay buddy?” I asked.

“Mmmhmm,” he replied.

Lyra strode towards me, her face flushed with the thrill of combat. "Well," she said, holstering her weapon, "that was invigorating."

I stared at her, incredulous. "Invigorating? You just turned this place into a war zone! Not exactly subtle.”

She shrugged, seemingly unbothered by the destruction around us. “Subtlety is for cowards. Besides, you're welcome."

"For what?" I asked, my voice tight with barely contained frustration.

"For saving your life, of course," Lyra replied, as if it should have been obvious. "Nevis would have taken you apart if we hadn't shown up when we did."

I bit back a retort, knowing that escalating the argument wouldn't get us anywhere. Instead, I asked, "What are you even doing here, Lyra? How did you know about Nevis?"

A smug smile played at the corners of her mouth. "I have my sources. Richter came through with some valuable intel. Once I knew Nevis was involved, tracking him down was child's play."

I nodded slowly, processing this new information. "So what's your plan now? Going to interrogate all these people?"

"That's the idea," Lyra confirmed, her eyes already scanning the room, assessing potential sources of information. Her eyes landed on the Gilded that Shaq had killed. “I’d hoped maybe that one. But it looks like you randomly ended the most important person in the place after Nevis.”

“He nearly killed Sapphire when she tried to stop him,” I said. “She would have fallen to her death if I hadn’t intervened. And he would have escaped.”

“I doubt that.” She glanced at one of the patrons under the table. The guy who had asked me about regulators. He looked like he had already wet himself. “Someone here knows something, and I intend to find out what."

I couldn't help but grimace. "Your brute force methods aren't always the answer, you know. These people are terrified. They're not going to be in any state to give you reliable information."

Lyra's expression hardened. "And I suppose you have a better idea? Your soft approach hasn't exactly yielded results so far."

"Maybe not," I conceded, "but at least I haven't terrorized innocent people.”

Lyra cracked up at that. “This is the Rim, Prime Archon. There are no innocent people here.”

Again, I didn’t want to keep arguing, so I let the comment go. “This is bigger than both of us, Lyra. We should be working together, not pulling in opposite directions.”

For a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. But it was gone as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by her usual mask of cool indifference.

“We work alone," she said flatly. "Always have, always will. If you can't keep up, that's your problem."

I shook my head, disappointment and frustration warring within me. "This isn't a competition, Lyra. The stakes are too high. We're talking about a threat that could destabilize the entire Outer Rim, maybe even the Empire itself."

"Maybe it's too big for you," Lyra shot back. "But I've handled worse. I'll get to the bottom of this."

I realized then that trying to reason with her was futile. Lyra was too set in her ways, too convinced of her own superiority to see the value in collaboration.

"Fine," I said, my voice weary. "Do it your way. But don't say I didn't warn you when this all blows up in your face."

I headed for the elevator, still fuming at this turn of events. She had unwittingly saved my life, but she’d also failed to deal with Nevis, and I doubted the Gilded would leave himself so vulnerable a second time.

The doors slid open, and I stepped inside, leaving Lyra and the chaos of the Apex behind. As the elevator descended, I leaned against the wall, suddenly feeling the full weight of exhaustion from the night's events.

"That could have gone better,” I said to Shaq.

"Mmmhmm," he buzzed in agreement.

When we reached the ground floor, I made my way out of the building, surprised not to hear sirens or see any sign of the planet’s security forces. I remembered what Archer had said. No doubt, Lyra or the Family had paid them to respond slowly to the emergency. I slipped into a nearby alley, where I found Matt and the others waiting.

"Ben!" he exclaimed, relief evident in his voice. "We were getting worried. What happened up there?"

Before I could answer, I noticed the figure slumped against the wall behind them. It was the bearded man from the bar, unconscious and bound, his shirt torn open and a knife wound disrupting the golden sigils across his chest.

"Is that...?"

Quasar nodded. "Emerald's 'date' for the evening. We managed to subdue him before he could defend himself.”

“Like I said, not our first dance,” Matt added.

I quickly filled them in on what had transpired in the Apex – Nevis's escape, Lyra's dramatic entrance, and the ensuing battle.

"So Lyra's still up there, interrogating people?" Emerald asked, her eyes wide.

I nodded grimly. "She thinks she can handle this on her own. I tried to convince her we should work together, but..."

"But she's Lyra," Matt finished for me. "Too stubborn and proud for her own good."

"Exactly," I sighed. "But we can't worry about her right now. We need to focus on what we do have." I gestured to the unconscious man. "Did he say anything before you knocked him out?"

Sonia shook her head. "Not much, yet. He was pretty tight-lipped.”

“Let’s get him back to the hotel,” I said. “I bet we can convince him to talk.”

Quasar picked the Gilded up, slinging him over her shoulder like a passed-out drunk. We carried him openly through the streets back to the hotel, barely getting a look from any of the passersby. They had seen people overindulge plenty of times before.

As we reached the lobby, I looked back to where the Apex sat, easily visible even from this vantage. Thinking of Lyra, I shook my head. I could only hope that when push came to shove, she would give up on the glory to finish the job.

But, I doubted it.
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As we entered the hotel room, Quasar unceremoniously dumped our captive Gilded onto a chair. The man's head lolled to the side, still unconscious from the team’s ambush outside the Apex. Shaq immediately took up position on his shoulder, tiny fangs bared and ready.

"Alright," I said, rolling up my sleeves. "Let's see what our friend here knows."

I placed my hand on the Gilded's forehead, channeling a touch of restore. It was barely a trickle compared to my usual output, but even that small effort registered in my senses. I was way too tired. Nothing a couple of days’ sleep couldn’t cure, if I could ever get them.

The man's eyes fluttered open, confusion quickly giving way to panic as he realized his predicament. He opened his mouth, likely to activate his sigils, but froze when he saw Shaq perched inches from his face.

Matt leaned in close, his voice low and menacing. "Go ahead, try it. We'd love to see how well your sigiltech works now that we've carved into those pretty little tattoos of yours."

The Gilded's eyes darted to his exposed chest, where the knife wound had disrupted the intricate pattern of golden sigils. His face fell as the reality of his situation sank in.

"I won't talk," he spat, though his bravado was undermined by the tremor in his voice. "I'd rather take my chances with the furry blue death machine."

"Oh, we're not going to make it that easy for you," Matt replied with a grim smile. He nodded to Sonia. "Show him what we mean."

Sonia stepped forward, one of her rings glowing faintly as she activated pull. The Gilded's arms shot out to his sides, stretching painfully as an invisible force yanked at his wrists. He cried out, his face contorting in agony.

"Stop! Please!"

I held up a hand, and Sonia eased off. "Tell us everything," I said, my voice calm but firm. "Start with how you and the other Gilded ended up out here in the Rim."

The Gilded sagged in his chair, defeat written across his features. “I can’t speak for all of the others. For myself? After the rebellion failed, I fled in one of the sigilships. I didn't have a plan, I just knew we had lost, and I had to get as far away from the Empire as possible. I knew that if I didn’t, someone would come for me sooner or later. Like the Prime Archon.”

“You know who I am,” I said.

“Of course. It’s not common knowledge out here in the Rim, but I was there when everything went wrong for us. When you ruined years of planning.”

“Sorry, not sorry,” Emerald said.

“So you fled to the Rim,” I said. “How did you hook up with Nevis?”

“He sought us out. All of us who left the inner Spiral. He told me he had information that could help us regain prominence in the universe. That we didn’t need to spend the rest of our lives living like criminals and hiding out. He said he knew about a planet in deep space, and an alien ship more advanced than anything in the Spiral had crashed there.”

"The carapal," I said.

"Yes," the Gilded confirmed. “Nevis convinced four of us to go. We traveled on his sigilship, two months to reach the planet. When we got there, we found the carapal and little else. Just ruins and dust. But at least his intel was good.”

"What happened to the aliens?" Emerald asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

The Gilded shrugged. "No idea. There was never any sign of them. Only the carapal. From what we could piece together, they'd sent the ship to that planet to mine it. We found so much material in its hold, it was like a dragon’s hoard.”

“Is that how Nevis paid for the Apex?” I asked.

“Yes. We each got a share, but he did the selling. Even the Family got in on the action, and by the time Nevis had emptied the holds, we were all millions of electro wealthier. Honestly, at that point I would have been satisfied to give up on Nevis’ plans and retire on Damocles, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He wouldn’t let any of us back out.”

“You’re both Gilded. Why would Nevis need to let you do anything?”

“Are you kidding? He’s much more powerful than I am. Than any of us are.”

“Tossed Lyra around like a baseball,” Shaq buzzed.

I nodded. Nevis was definitely powerful. And apparently as power-hungry as Sedaya, and then Blorb, had been.

Why was I not surprised?

“We confronted the carapal,” I said. “We couldn’t get inside of it. How did you?”

"That was easy,” he replied. "The thing was offline, dormant. All the hatches were open, like it was just waiting for someone to come along and claim it."

"And you just happened to know how to get it working again?"

The Gilded shook his head. "Not me. Nevis. He used transfer to pump sigil energy into its reactor. That's what jump-started the whole thing. Do you know about the Star of Caprum?”

“Yes,” I replied. “It used to power our ship.”

“Well, the carapal has something like a Star of Caprum on board. Four of them, actually. A bit larger, but with the same kind of power output. This alien race may be where the Star originated.”

I had to focus to keep my mind from chasing that statement down the rabbit hole. What kind of alien race had such incredible technology? Were any of them left? Would we ever encounter them?

"How did he know to use sigil energy like that?" Quasar asked, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. “It’s not exactly a straightforward response to the problem.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Throwing chaos energy at something is just as likely to make it explode as give it a boost.”

"You'd have to ask him," the Gilded said. "Nevis was the one who figured out how to work the interface. None of the rest of us could make heads or tails of it."

"Convenient," Matt muttered.

"It's a good thing he did figure it out," the Gilded continued, a haunted look crossing his face. "While we were still trying to get it running, we were attacked."

"Attacked?" I repeated. "By who?"

"Not who. What." The Gilded shuddered at the memory. "These... things. Aliens, I guess, but like nothing I've ever seen before. Thousands of them, swarming out of the ruins. They must have been dormant on the planet for who knows how long."

“Sounds like gorathi,” Matt said, drawing a shiver from the group.

“I hate those things,” Emerald replied.

"So you brought the carapal back to the Rim?" I asked, trying to piece together the timeline.

“Yes,” he said. "Nevis opened a rift. He sent the carapal through directly."

“I take it Nevis opened the rift at Galvus too? He brought an asteroid field through?”

“Not on his own. The rest of us helped. We knew Hallon and Galvus were being mined for the Family. We knew they had hired a one of the top mercenaries out here to stop it. And we got a tip from one of our operatives on Zero General that a robot head starship had docked there. If you want to be more discrete, you really should get a different ship.”

I was too stuck on his first statement to respond to his criticism of Head Case. “What do you mean you helped? Sigiltech is a solo sport.”

“Most of the time, yes. But a sigibellum will support multiple archons, and allow them to combine their ability to channel.”

“What?” I replied, surprised. “Since when?”

The Gilded smiled at my reaction. “Since always.”

I filed that information away for later. "What about the carapal's shell? How is it immune to sigiltech?”

"It's not immune, exactly," he explained. "It's more like... it absorbs and disperses the energy. Something to do with the material it's made from. We think it's a natural property of whatever creature the exoskeleton came from."

"Exoskeleton?" Emerald exclaimed. "But it's huge! What kind of creature could possibly be that big?"

The Gilded's face paled. "Something from even deeper space, I'm sure. Something I never want to see."

“Me either.”

I leaned in close, locking eyes with our captive. "What's Nevis' endgame here? Why does he need so much hemolite? And what's this station I heard him talking about?"

The Gilded's jaw clenched, a flicker of defiance returning to his eyes. "I've told you about the carapal because you won't stop it in time for it to finish its mining operations. But I'm not telling you anything more about anything.”

I nodded to Sonia, who activated pull once more. The Gilded cried out as his arms were wrenched painfully to the sides.

"Talk," I growled.

But despite the pain, the man refused to break. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he gritted his teeth, determined to keep Nevis' secrets.

Sonia glanced at me, concern etched on her face. "If I pull any harder, I'll rip his arms off."

“I’d rather you rip my arms off and bleed me out,” the Gilded gasped. “Nothing you do to me can be as bad as what Nevis would do if I squeal.”

I motioned to Sonia to let him go. The glow of ring died out. The Gilded lowered his arms.

I looked around at the others, frustration mounting. We were so close to getting the answers we needed, but I didn’t know how we would overcome the Gilded’s fear of Nevis with threats of pain.

As I considered our next move, the door to our hotel room suddenly burst open. We all whirled around, weapons at the ready, only to find ourselves face to face with a familiar figure.

Lyra strode into the room, a triumphant smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. Her team filed in behind her, weapons held casually but ready.

"How did you find us?" Emerald demanded, her hand inching towards her sidearm.

Lyra's smirk widened. "Check your back, Hondo. Beneath your coat.”

I reached behind me, my fingers finding a small, disc-shaped object adhered to my shirt. A tracker. She must have planted it on me during the chaos at the Apex.

“Cute. But I thought you said you work alone," I said, my voice tight with barely contained irritation.

Lyra shrugged. “I didn’t have much luck at the Apex. Though, a little birdie told me your date for evening made off with one of the owners.” Her eyes landed on the Gilded. “In your condition, I could take him forcibly, but I thought that might be poor sportsmanship. Any luck getting him to talk?"

"Some," I admitted. "But he's holding out on some important information."

“I can fix that,” Lyra replied.

Issa, the massive reptilian alien, stepped forward. The Gilded's eyes widened in fear. Issa said something in its language, which Lyra translated.

“Issa said you might want to wait outside. This will probably get ugly.”
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As we settled into a large booth at the hotel's restaurant to wait for Lyra and Issa, I couldn't help feeling a gnawing sense of unease. The knowledge that the Gilded was being tortured just a few floors above us left a bitter taste in my mouth. But I also knew that I needed to eat to regain my strength. The others seemed to share my conflicted feelings.

Matt and Quasar sat stiffly, their food untouched before them. Emerald, on the other hand, dug into her meal with gusto, seemingly unaffected by the circumstances of our meal’s timing. Sonia picked at her plate, her eyes distant. Archer, looking distinctly uncomfortable, focused intently on his food, as if trying to block out the reality of our situation.

Across from us sat Sapphire and the two muscular brutes from Lyra's team. I realized with a start that I didn't even know their names.

"I don't believe we've been properly introduced," I said, breaking the tense silence. "I'm Ben. And you are...?"

The larger of the two men, though that wasn’t saying much because they were both huge, grunted. "Gral."

His slightly smaller but no less imposing companion nodded. "Helford."

“Are you two brothers?" I asked.

They nodded in unison but offered no further information.

“They don’t talk much,” Sapphire said. “But they’re big softies.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Emerald said.

“Probably not that hard,” Sapphire replied with a wink that got a chuckle out of Emerald. She leaned leaned forward, her blue hair catching the light, eyes eyes landing on mine. "Look," she said, her voice low and serious. "I wanted to thank you for saving my life back there at the Apex. If you hadn't pulled me back in..." She trailed off, a flicker of vulnerability crossing her face before it was quickly masked.

I shrugged, trying to downplay the moment. "I'm sure you would have done the same for me."

Sapphire's expression turned wry. "Would I?" she mused, more to herself than to me. After a moment, she shook her head. "I'd like to think so, but in this business? Well, let's just say it's rare to find someone willing to stick their neck out for a stranger."

“Well, maybe if the opportunity arises again, you’ll think twice before you abandon someone in need.”

“Maybe,” she answered, but there wasn’t much sincerity to it.

Matt, seemingly eager to change the subject, turned to Sapphire. "So, how did you all end up working with Lyra? I mean, she doesn't exactly seem like the type to play well with others."

Sapphire chuckled, a hint of genuine warmth in her voice. "That's putting it mildly. Lyra's complicated. But she's also the best at what she does."

"And what exactly is that?" Quasar asked, her tone carefully neutral.

"Getting results," Sapphire replied simply. "As for how we started, well, that's a bit of a long story."

"We've got time," I said, gesturing to our half-eaten meals. I wish we didn’t have so much time. The sooner Lyra and Issa arrived, the better.

Sapphire nodded, taking a sip of her drink before continuing. "Lyra's father is one of the most well-known and well-connected arms dealers in the Rim. A big deal. He raised Lyra to be self-sufficient, taught her everything he knew about surviving in a place where the rules are…well, there really aren’t any hard and fast rules.”

"Sounds like a charming childhood," Emerald said.

“From what she’s told me, it had its moments. Anyway, one day her father comes home with a gift for her. A sigiltech ring he picked up from Duke Nobukku. The Duke swore that the right person could use it to work magic, and told him what he needed to do to test it. Well, he tried it out himself, but no luck. So he gave it Lyra.”

“Well all know how that worked out,” I said.

“We do. Seeing Lyra could use sigiltech, her father went back to the Duke to see if he had anything else she might be able to use. The next thing you know, he blindfolds her and puts her on a shuttle. When he pulls the blindfold off⁠—”

“She’s standing on the flight deck of Answer,” I finished.

“Exactly,” Sapphire laughed. “He gave her the ship, and told her to go make a name for herself. And she did.”

"Wait," Matt interjected. “Up until the last six months, hardly anyone knew about sigiltech. Nobukku and Sedaya were keeping all the sigilships to themselves.”

“Not all of them, I guess,” Sapphire said. “I don't know the details, but I guess the Duke was looking to raise electro in a hurry. I signed on with Lyra three years ago, after Issa.”

I exchanged a glance with Matt, both of us processing this new information. It seemed the tendrils of the inner Spiral's politics reached further into the Rim than we'd realized.

"So Lyra's dad set her up in the mercenary business?" I asked.

Sapphire nodded. "He's proud of her, in his way. She's built quite a reputation out here. Most of her business comes from the Family, but she does independent work sometimes too. An assassination here. Quelling an uprising there. All in a days work. We’re always busy with jobs, and well-paid."

"Speaking of the Family," Emerald chimed in, leaning forward conspiratorially, "how do you know Lyra won't ditch you all to beat us to the punch with Nevis? I mean, no offense, but she doesn't seem like the sharing type."

Sapphire's eyes hardened slightly. "One thing Lyra is, above all else, is loyal to her team. We've been through too much together for her to throw that away." She paused, a flicker of uncertainty crossing her face. "Besides, I think Lyra understands, even if she'd never admit it, that she's not powerful enough to beat Nevis on her own. She needs you, whether she likes it or not."

Sapphire sat back, eyes whipping over my shoulder, a suddenly fearful expression quickly hidden behind a flat mask. I looked back over my shoulder, relieved to see Lyra and Issa approaching.

The stopped at the edge of the table. Lyra's face was impassive, but there was a tightness around her eyes that spoke of frustration.

"Well?" I asked, dreading the answer. "What did you learn?"

Lyra shook her head, her voice clipped. "Unfortunately, he died before we could get him to talk."

A cold weight settled in my stomach. I opened my mouth to protest, but Lyra cut me off with a sharp gesture.

"Relax, Hondo," she said. "I have a plan."

“That’s not the point. You tortured him to death?”

“He looked more robust than he turned out to be.” She shrugged. “It happens sometimes.”

I stared at her in stunned silence.

“What’s your plan?” Matt asked.

A predatory smile spread across Lyra's face. "Simple. We capture the carapal."

Matt choked on his drink. "Simple?" he sputtered. "That thing is massive, and we couldn't even scratch its surface before!"

“I meant simple for me," Lyra replied, her confidence unwavering.

I leaned back, considering her words. As much as I hated to admit it, going after the carapal directly probably was our best option. It was almost a certainty that Nevis wanted the hemolite badly enough to show his hand.

“Okay,” I said slowly. "I'm willing to hear you out. But we do this together, Lyra. No more tricks. No more running off on your own.”

Lyra's eyes narrowed, but after a moment, she gave a curt nod. "Fine. You can tag along."

"Do you actually have a plan to capture the carapal?” Matt asked.

"Not yet," she admitted. "But I'll come up with something brilliant, don't you worry."

I couldn't help but smile. "Don't bother. We already have an idea.”

Lyra's eyebrows shot up in surprise. "Oh? Care to share with the rest of us?”

I shook my head. "Not here. We'll fill you in when we get to Galvus."

For a moment, I thought Lyra might argue. But then, to my surprise, she laughed. "Well, well, Hondo. Maybe you're not as useless as I thought."

"High praise," I replied dryly.

As we finished our meals and prepared to head back to our respective ships, I felt a renewed sense of purpose. We had a direction now, a target. It wasn't much, but it was a start.

"We'll rendezvous at Galvus," I said to Lyra as we stood to leave. "Try not to be late."

She smirked. "Wouldn't dream of it. Try not to get yourself killed beforehand.”

“We’ll do our best. See you there.”
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As we made our way back to Head Case, the weight of our recent experiences hung heavy in the air. Archer remained with us, assuming he would be safer on our ship than he would be by remaining on Galvus.

I hoped he was right, but I wasn’t so sure.

Once aboard, I called everyone to the lounge. Meg, Leo, and Ixy joined us. Over the next hour, we filled them in on everything that had transpired—from our meeting with Gia to Archer’s betrayal and redemption, to our encounter with Nevis at the Apex, Lyra's dramatic entrance, the information we'd gleaned from the captured Gilded, and our tenuous alliance with Lyra's team.

"So," Meg said when we finished, her nose wrinkling cutely as she processed the situation, "we're still planning to use my idea of sneaking in through the mining lifts the carapal will assemble?”

I nodded. "It's still our best shot. But there's a complication. We might need to enter the ship before the plasma beams finish digging.”

"How are we supposed to do that?" Leo asked.

“I’m not completely sure, which is why we’re all here. I’m open to suggestions. One thought I had was to use transfer and shift to teleport inside.”

“You teleport now?” Meg asked, impressed.

“I did it once back at Archer’s place. Only a few feet. It felt weird, and was pretty draining. I know the idea is risky. If I were to materialize inside a solid wall it would mean instant death.”

“Even if you don’t, you have no idea what defenses are on the inside,” Quasar said. “And you’ll be in there alone.”

“What, you don’t want to teleport with me?”

“I love you, Ben. But not really.”

“Can’t say I blame you,” I said, grinning. “In all seriousness, if we rule out teleportation, then those beam openings are the only potential way into the ship that I can think of.”

“What about what the Gilded said about the sigibellum supporting multiple archons?" Sonia asked.

I turned to her, intrigued. "You're thinking we could use that somehow? To increase my strength?"

She nodded eagerly. "Exactly. If we combined our powers, maybe we could..."

"I don't know," I interrupted, shaking my head. "Even with the extra power, we'd still be going in blind. And I'm not sure which sigils would even help in this situation."

"Oh, come on, Boo," Emerald chimed in, rolling her eyes. “As surprising as it is, I think Sonia's onto something here." She paused, as if the words pained her. "It's actually not a bad idea."

Sonia blinked, clearly surprised by the unexpected compliment.

Emerald grinned, a mischievous glint in her eye. "I know how we can get inside."

I raised an eyebrow, both curious and slightly wary. "Oh? Do tell."

Emerald's grin widened as she launched into her explanation. "It's simple, really. We shrink Head Case down small enough to fit through the plasma beam’s opening. Then, we fly right up into the plasma stream."

"Are you insane?" Matt sputtered. "We'd be incinerated!"

"Not if we use sigiltech to reflect the heat," Emerald countered. "We ride that plasma highway right up into the cannon. Once we're inside, we make a hole, find a nice cozy spot, and boom! We embiggen ourselves back to normal size. Easy peasy."

A stunned silence fell over the room as we all processed Emerald's audacious plan.

"That's..." Matt began, his voice a mixture of awe and disbelief. "That's actually brilliant."

"Don't sound so surprised," Emerald huffed, but there was no real heat in her words.

I nodded slowly, the pieces falling into place. “It's crazy, but it just might work."

"Hold on," Matt interjected, his earlier enthusiasm giving way to concern. "This is still incredibly risky. Ben, even with Sonia's help, can you handle that much energy? Maintaining reflect while we're surfing a plasma stream, then expanding the ship back to full size?"

I met Matt's worried gaze, understanding his hesitation. "I have to try, Matt. We don't have a lot of options here."

"Whysss not use absorbssss?” Ixy suddenly asked, her voice startling us all. "Collectsss plasma energysss, then dispersesss insidesss. Probably enough to destroy shipsss.”

I shook my head, offering Ixy a small smile. "That's clever thinking, Ixy, but we don't want to destroy the carapal. We need to capture it to draw Nevis out."

"Okaysss," Ixy replied.

“Unless someone can come up with a better option between here and Galvus, that’s our play.”

“You need to rest up then,” Matt said. “You have three days to get back to full strength.”

“I know. I’ll hit the rack right after we jump to hyperspace.”

“Which we should go take care of now,” Matt agreed.

With our plan set, we made our way to the flight deck, taking up our usual positions. Ixy excused herself to return to her web on Deck Five.

“Okay,” I said, taking my place in the command chair. "Let's get this show on the road. Meg, contact Damocles control for launch clearance."

Meg nodded, opening a channel. "Damocles Control, this is Head Case requesting launch clearance."

The response came back almost immediately. "Negative, Head Case. All departures are currently suspended. Remain in your assigned berth and await further instructions."

Matt frowned, glancing back at me. "That's weird. Why would they have suspended departures?”

“You know why,” Archer said from the seats behind me.

“Nevis?” I asked.

“You bet your ass. If he could fire missiles at the spaceport, I’m sure he would. Lacking that option…”

I pulled up the sensor grid. A number of marks were moving in on the spaceport. What looked like a squadron of starfighters was inbound, no doubt planning to either keep us grounded or blast us out of the sky at their earliest convenience.

“Nevis?” I questioned.

“Who else?” Archer replied. “We should go. Now.”

After a moment's hesitation, I nodded. "Matt, forget clearance. Take us up."

"Are you sure about this?" Matt asked, his hand hovering over the anti-gravity controls.

“No, but yes. It’s the Rim, so we probably can’t be certain, but I don’t think those ships are coming to blockade anyone else.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” Matt replied. With a practiced motion, he engaged the thrusters.

“Head Case, this is Damocles Control. You are not cleared for launch. I repeat. You are not cleared for launch. Power down immediately, or risk being fired upon.”

Matt didn’t hesitate. He lifted Head Case from the tarmac and hit the throttle, jolting me back in my seat as we rapidly accelerated.

“Head Case, this is⁠—”

The channel went silent as Meg disconnected.

I eyed the sensor grid. Two more seconds, and we would have been trapped. Even now, escape was anything but assured. "Matt, can you get us clear?"

Matt’a face was a mask of concentration as he gripped the stick and throttle. He would need to thread the needle to get us up and away.

"I'll do my best, but it's going to be tight."

Head Case lurched to the side as Matt executed a series of evasive maneuvers. Through the viewscreen, I could see the wedge-shaped forms of Damocles security fighters closing in on us.

A barrage of energy fire streaked past, illuminating the flight deck with flashes of deadly light.

“Weapons hot,” Quasar said from the co-pilot seat.

“Don’t shoot back,” I said. “They’re just doing their jobs.”

“They were on their way to shoot us before we ran,” Quasar pointed out. “And this is the Rim.”

She had a point. “True. Fire at will, but let’s prioritize getting out of here and into hyperspace.”

Matt continued guiding us spaceward through the swarm of incoming fighters. The ship lurched and twisted, narrowly avoiding streams of energy blasts that lit up the sky around us.

"Hang on!" Matt called out, banking hard to port. My stomach dropped as Head Case rolled, the g-forces straining against the inertial dampeners. Through the viewscreen, I caught a dizzying glimpse of Damocles' sprawling cityscape far below, then nothing but stars as we climbed higher into the atmosphere.

Two security fighters swooped in from above, their weapons blazing. Matt didn't hesitate. He cut the main thrusters and fired the reverse vectoring thrusters, slowing Head Case more than our pursuers expected. They overshot us, confusion evident in their erratic movements as they struggled to reacquire their target.

"Nice move," I said, gripping the arms of my chair as Matt fired the mains, sending us rocketing upward once more.

"Thanks," Matt replied. "But we're not out of this yet."

He was right. The sensor grid showed at least a dozen more fighters converging on our position.

"We've got three on our six," Quasar announced, hands loose on the weapon controls. "Permission to engage?"

I hesitated for a split second, still reluctant to fire on people who were, technically, just doing their jobs. But as another volley of energy blasts rocked the ship, I knew we didn't have a choice.

"Do it," I ordered.

Head Case's rear cannons immediately roared to life, spitting ion blasts at our pursuers. The lead fighter took a direct hit, spiraling away in a trail of smoke and debris. The other two broke formation, scattering to avoid Quasar's deadly aim.

Matt banked hard to starboard, narrowly avoiding a barrage of missiles that streaked past us, detonating harmlessly in the empty air beyond. "We can't keep this up forever," he said, his voice tight with strain. "We need to break atmo.”

“Easier said than done," I replied, eyeing the sensor grid. The remaining fighters had regrouped, forming a tight net. “They’re herding us. Pushing us back toward the ground.”

"I've got an idea," Matt said, his eyes narrowing as he studied the tactical display. “If they want the ground, we’ll give them the ground.”

Without warning, Matt threw Head Case into a steep dive, plummeting back towards the planet's surface. The pursuing fighters, caught off guard by our sudden change in direction, scrambled to adjust their course.

"Matt, what are you doing?" I asked, my knuckles white as I gripped the arms of my chair.

"Trust me," he replied, his focus entirely on the controls.

As we hurtled towards the ground, I could see the sprawling metropolis of Tronium growing larger by the second. Just when I thought we were about to crash into the city, Matt pulled up sharply, barely clearing the tops of the tallest skyscrapers.Caught off-guard, the security fighters were slow to react, and we gained a few seconds of lead time.

Matt wasn’t done yet.

He guided Head Case on a twisting path through the city, using the buildings as cover and forcing our remaining pursuers to split up as they tried to cut us off. Quasar fired back at them from time to time to keep them honest, careful to ensure the ion blasts wouldn’t hit anything unintended when they sizzled past.

As we reached the edge of the city, Matt suddenly pulled up hard, sending us rocketing back towards open sky. The fighters knew we would make the move, but they didn’t know when. They reacted quickly, but not quickly enough.

“Zar, twelve o’clock!” I warned, spotting a pair of starfighters that had hung back, waiting for the maneuver.

“On it,” she replied, firing the ion cannons. Heavy energy forced the security fighters to break off their attack, but not before they both released a pair of missiles.

The projectiles streaked directly toward the forward transparency, quickly looming dead ahead. I winced, expecting them to impact the shields, hoping they wouldn’t have the combined power to break through.

The impact never came. The missiles swung aside, streaking around us before coming together at our rear and colliding, creating a fireworks show between us and Tronium.

I glanced back at Sonia, her push sigil ring glowing.

“Nice catch,” I said.

"This is our chance," Matt announced. "Hang on!"

With a burst of acceleration that pushed us all back into our seats, Head Case shot upward, climbing rapidly through the last layers of Damocles' atmosphere. The remaining fighters fell behind, unable to match our sudden burst of speed.

As we broke free of the planet's gravity well, the starfield before us expanded, offering the promise of open space and freedom. Matt lifted his throttle hand to tap on the holographic interface, plotting our jump to hyperspace.

"Course laid in," he announced. "Ready for expansion on your mark."

"Do it," I ordered.

In the blink of an eye, we were gone, leaving Damocles behind.
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The asteroid field had transformed in the days since we'd last seen it, spreading out into a narrow ring that encircled Galvus like a shimmering halo. As Head Case dropped out of hyperspace, I couldn't help but marvel at the sight. It was beautiful, in a dangerous sort of way.

"Looks like we made it," Matt announced from the pilot's seat, his voice tinged with relief.

I nodded, stretching in the command chair. The last three days had been a blur of sleep and meals, my body desperately trying to recover from the chaos energy overuse on Damocles. I felt better – stronger – but not quite at one hundred percent. It would have to be enough.

"Any sign of Lyra?" I asked, scanning the sensor readouts.

Meg's fingers danced across her console. "Picking up a ship in low orbit. It matches the Answer's signature."

"Of course she beat us here," Quasar muttered.

“And we’re being hailed,” Meg added.

“Put her through,” I said.

Lyra appeared on the forward projection, standing on Answer’s flight deck. Her voice filled the bridge, dripping with smug satisfaction. "Well, well. Look who finally decided to show up. I was beginning to think you'd gotten lost."

I managed a wry smile. "Nice to see you too, Lyra. I take it you've been here a while?"

"Long enough to get bored watching that monstrosity carve up the planet," she replied. "So, are you going to tell me about this brilliant plan of yours, or do I have to guess?"

"All in good time," I said, unable to resist the urge to needle her a bit. "We'll fill you in once we're on the surface. We’ll land near the carapal, as close as we can get without being roasted by the thing.”

Lyra's eyes narrowed. "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

"Maybe a little," I admitted. "See you planetside. Matt, take us down. Let's find a good spot to land."

“Aye aye, Captain.”

I couldn’t help staring at the carapal as we descended through Galvus' atmosphere. The way the world-eater clung to the planet like some grotesque parasite, its chitinous bulk dwarfing everything around it, reminded me of the tumor that had tried to do something similar to my brain.

Like the tumor, I wanted to destroy it. Like reality, the best I could hope to achieve would be to bring it under my control.

Matt guided Head Case to a relatively flat area just beyond the reach of the carapal's searing heat. As we touched down, I could see Lyra's ship right behind us, moving in to land nearby, its sleek lines a stark contrast to our own vessel's more unconventional design. Sure, the Answer looked cool, but in my opinion a robot head was still way cooler.

"Let's go meet our new partners in crime,” I said, unbuckling from the command chair.

We disembarked, the hot, dry air hitting us like a physical force as we stepped onto the planet's surface. The ground beneath our feet was warm, almost uncomfortably so, a testament to the sheer amount of heat the carapal was generating.

Lyra and her team disembarked a short distance away, their expressions ranging from curiosity to barely concealed impatience.

"Nice of you to join us," Lyra said as we approached. "No more games, Prime Archon. What is this amazing plan of yours?"

“We're going to use sigiltech to shrink Head Case down to a fraction of its size, then fly it directly into one of the plasma beams, up into the ship.”

The silence that followed was deafening. Lyra's team exchanged incredulous glances, while Lyra herself stared at me as if I'd suddenly sprouted a second head.

“Very funny,” she said flatly. “You almost had me convinced for a nanosecond. Honestly, I didn’t think you had it in you to say something so outrageous with a straight face. So, what’s the real plan?”

"I'm completely serious," I replied, meeting her gaze steadily.

Lyra’s eyes narrowed, searching my gaze for insincerity and mockery. I could tell she feared being tricked and looking like a fool. Seeing none of those things in my face, she looked surprised and even more confused.

"And how, exactly, do you plan to avoid being incinerated?" she asked.

"We'll use a combination of reflect and disperse to handle the heat," I explained. "Once we're inside the cannon, we'll create an opening and find a safe spot inside the carapal to return the ship to normal size.

Issa hissed something that sounded extremely negative.

“Issa’s right,” Sapphire said. “That plan is insane. You can't possibly think it will work."

"It's risky," I admitted, "but we can't afford to wait for the cannons to stop firing. Nevis has probably figured out one of his Gilded is missing by now. He’ll likely have guessed our next move. He’d prefer to regroup and plan another attack, but he’s not sure there’s enough time. He’ll make hasty decisions, and hopefully, make a fatal mistake.”

“By that line of reasoning, Nevis is probably on his way here right now,” Lyra said.

“Or he’s here already,” I realized. “Inside the carapal.”

We all turned to look at the monster ship. Could it be? There was no sign of sigilships in orbit, but that didn’t mean a whole lot. They could be hiding somewhere, waiting to see our next move before revealing themselves.

“You don’t really think…” Lyra trailed off before catching herself. “Well then, two for the price of one. It’s a shame, though. I’d hoped to have a chance for a rematch against Nevis. He caught me by surprise last time. That won’t happen again.”

“Actually,” Matt said. “I think it would benefit both our teams if we all went in together on Head Case. Our chances of getting inside alive would improve significantly if you joined Ben and Sonia on our sigibellum."

Lyra's flinched. “Absolutely not. I don't share my power with anyone. It's a sign of weakness."

I sighed, recognizing the stubborn set of her jaw. "Lyra, relying on help from others doesn't make you weak. If anything, it makes you stronger.”

All eyes turned to me, staring. Emerald let out a short laugh.

“What?” I asked.

“That had to be one of the most hokey things you’ve ever said, Boo. And you’ve said some real doozies.”

I sighed. “The point is, there's a lot at stake here. Even if we don't know exactly what Nevis plans to do with all that hemolite, we can be damn sure it's nothing good. You can either be part of the problem, or part of the solution.” Lyra opened her mouth to argue, but I pressed on. "Be part of the solution. Hell, you can even claim full credit if you want. I don't care about the glory. I just want to stop Nevis and put an end to this destruction as soon as possible.”

For a long moment, Lyra said nothing, her gaze moving from me to the carapal, to her team. I could see in their eyes that they wanted her to agree to the idea. They knew we would all be better off fighting as one group. Even Issa’s dark eyes seemed to be pleading.

Finally, Lyra let out a frustrated growl. "Fine. But only because I want to see the look on Nevis' face when we take his precious toy away from him.”

"Glad to have you on board," I said, offering a small smile. "Now, we should probably get moving. The sooner we⁠—"

"Not so fast," Lyra interrupted. "If we're doing this, we're doing it right. My team needs to gear up first."

I nodded, gesturing towards Head Case. "We have a stocked armory. You’re welcome to anything in it.”

Lyra considered this for a moment, then turned to her team. “Change of plans. We're joining Prime Archon and his crew on their ship." She tapped her comm device. "Cheat Code, return to orbit and hide in the asteroid belt. We'll contact you when it's time for extraction."

A snarky, digitized voice responded. "Oh sure, leave me out of all the fun. I'll just be up here, twiddling my nonexistent thumbs."

"Just do it," Lyra snapped, cutting the transmission. “Is your ship’s AI as snarky as mine?”

“Not at all,” I replied.

As the Answer lifted off, we made our way back to Head Case. Lyra's disdain was evident as we entered the ship, her nose wrinkling slightly as she took in our less-than-luxurious accommodations.

"Not exactly state-of-the-art, is it?" she muttered.

I was about to retort when her eyes landed on the Striker, nestled near the rear of the hangar. Her expression changed instantly, a gleam of appreciation entering her gaze.

"Now that," she said, running a hand along the fighter's sleek hull, "is a beautiful piece of machinery. How much do you want for it?"

"It's on loan," I replied, unable to keep a hint of pride from my voice. "From Duchess Dryka."

Lyra's eyebrows shot up. "Is that so? Well, we'll see about that."

Before I could respond, Matt stepped in. "I'll show your team to the flight deck," he said, clearly eager to diffuse any potential tension. "Ben, Sonia, why don't you take Lyra up to the sigibellum?"

I nodded, grateful for Matt's intervention. "Good idea. This way, Lyra."

We all boarded the elevator together. I could see Lyra shiver a little as we passed through Deck Three, scaled down and resized on the way to Four. Matt and most of the others got out there. Lyra, Sonia, and I continued to Deck Five. I could feel Lyra's eyes on me, her gaze analytical and probing. When we stepped onto the deck, her attention immediately shifted to the etched metal platform at the center of the room.

"Interesting setup," she murmured, circling the sigibellum with a critical eye. "I've never seen one quite like this before."

"It's unique," I agreed. "Customized for⁠—"

A sudden movement from the shadows cut me off. Ixy, who had been lurking silently in a corner, launched herself forward with startling speed. Her multiple legs skittered across the deck as she reared up, mandibles clicking ominously.

To her credit, Lyra didn't flinch. She merely raised an eyebrow, regarding Ixy with cool curiosity.

"Well, look at you,” Lyra said, her tone casual as if she encountered giant arachnids every day. “A xixitl. You’re beautiful.”

Ixy, clearly disappointed by Lyra's lack of fear, settled back down. "Hellossss," she vocalized. "Nice to meetsss you."

"A pleasure," Lyra replied. She turned to me, a hint of amusement in her eyes. "I've always wanted to meet a xixitl.”

With introductions out of the way, I picked up my guitar, slinging it over my shoulder and stepped onto the sigibellum, motioning for Sonia and Lyra to join me.

Lyra eyed the instrument skeptically. "Is this really the time for a jam session?"

I grinned. "Trust me, it helps. Are you ready for this?"

Lyra's expression hardened, determination replacing her earlier doubts. "Let's get this over with."

I tapped my comm. "Matt, we're in position. Start the scaling process whenever you're ready."

"Copy that," Matt's voice crackled back. "Initiating scale reduction now."

As the familiar hum of Head Case's systems intensified, I could see confusion flicker across Lyra's face. Then, as the perspective on the surrounding viewscreens began to shift, her eyes widened in disbelief.

"What the hell?" she muttered, watching as the world outside seemed to grow larger and larger around us.

"Welcome to the incredible shrinking starship," I said, unable to keep a note of pride from my voice. "Pretty cool, huh?"

Lyra's lips pressed into a thin line, clearly unhappy with the sensation of being miniaturized. "I hate this already," she grumbled.

"You'll get used to it," Sonia reassured her, though the slight tremor in her voice suggested she wasn't entirely comfortable with the process either.

As Head Case continued to shrink, Matt's voice came over the comms once more. "We're at twenty-five percent scale and holding steady. Preparing for liftoff."

I nodded, feeling the familiar surge of adrenaline that always preceded a dangerous mission. "Alright, Ixy," I called out. "Give us a beat!"

The xixitl began tapping out a rhythm with her legs, the sound echoing through the deck. I struck a chord on my guitar, the opening notes of "Danger Zone" filling the air.

As Head Case lifted off, now a fraction of its original size, I couldn't help but feel a surge of excitement. We were about to attempt something that, by all rights, should be impossible. But then again, impossible was just another Tuesday for Team Hondo.

"Alright, folks," I said, my fingers dancing across the guitar strings. "Let's go catch ourselves a world-eater."
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As Head Case accelerated towards the carapal, the enormity of our task truly began to sink in. The world-eater loomed before us, its chitinous exterior seeming to absorb the light from Galvus' harsh sun. Plasma beams punched into the planet's surface with relentless force, boring ever deeper into the planet.

"I can't believe we're actually doing this," Sonia murmured, her eyes wide as she took in the sight.

Lyra snorted, her fingers tightening on the sigibellum's railing. "That makes two of us. This plan is insane."

"Insane is what we do best," I replied, continuing to strum the guitar. The familiar notes of "Danger Zone" filled the air, mingling with the steady rhythm Ixy was tapping out. I could feel the chaos energy building around us, responding to the music. “Do either of you know how to share your power with me?”

“I didn’t even know it was possible,” Sonia said.

“Me either,” Lyra agreed. “Though I suppose using an action on the sigibellum should do the trick. Enhance, perhaps?”

“Let’s go with that,” Sonia agreed.

The sigils beneath our feet began to glow, as did one of the rings on Sonia and Lyra’s fingers. The glow intensified, and I could feel the increase of energy even as I began siphoning my own. My arms started tingling, the increasing volume of chaos energy like an electric charge coursing through me.

Matt's voice came over the comms. "Approaching the outermost plasma beam. ETA thirty seconds. You guys ready up there?"

I shared a glance with Sonia and Lyra. Despite her earlier bravado, I could see a flicker of uncertainty in Lyra's eyes. “We’re going to make it,” I said.

“I know,” she replied. “Because I’m here.”

Arrogant, but also likely true.

As Head Case angled towards the nearest plasma beam, I ramped up my playing. The chaos energy surged in response, and I began weaving it into a complex pattern of actions. The air around us crackled with power, and I could feel the familiar tingle of sigiltech dancing across my skin.

"Ten seconds!" Matt called out.

The plasma beam filled our view now, a column of pure destruction that could vaporize us in an instant. My heart pounded in my chest, but I forced myself to stay focused on the music and the energy flowing through me.

"Five seconds!"

"Here we go," I muttered. The chaos energy responded, wrapping around Head Case in layers of protection.

"Three... two... one... Entering the beam!"

The world outside exploded into blinding light as we plunged into the plasma stream. The ship shuddered violently, and for a heart-stopping moment, I thought we might be torn apart. But defenses held, the dispersion field weakening the beam ahead of us while the reflect barrier deflected the worst of the heat and energy.

"It's working!" Sonia exclaimed, her voice strained. "We're actually doing it!"

"Don't celebrate yet," Lyra growled. "We've still got a long way to go."

I nodded, pouring more energy into our defenses. The sigibellum pulsed beneath our feet, channeling our combined power in ways I'd never experienced before. It was exhilarating and terrifying all at once.

"How are we looking, Matt?" I called out over the comms.

"So far, so good," he replied, his voice tight with tension. "Hull temperature is elevated but within tolerable ranges. We're climbing fast."

It felt like an eternity as we rode the plasma highway upwards, our tiny ship buffeted by forces that should have obliterated us instantly. The displays around us showed nothing but a sea of roiling energy, punctuated by occasional flashes of the carapal's massive form growing closer.

"Ben," Sonia said, her voice barely audible over the roar of the plasma and my continued playing. "I don't know how much longer I can keep this up."

I glanced at her, noting the sheen of sweat on her brow and the trembling of her hands. Lyra wasn't faring much better, her face pale with exertion.

"Just a little longer," I urged. "We're almost there."

"Thirty seconds to entry point!" Matt called out, corroborating my statement.

“We can do this!” I shouted, redoubling my efforts on the guitar. The chaos energy surged around us, bolstering our flagging defenses.

I felt Head Case slow and rotate, sliding through the plasma stream toward the side of the cannon until the cavity behind the beam’s source came into view. Matt guided the ship toward the hollow, still shedding velocity as the ion cannons swiveled toward the back wall of the weapon.

“Ben, I can’t hold it!” Sonia cried, nearly falling to her knees. Lyra caught her, holding her up.

“Yes, you can!” she snapped. “We both can. Only a few more seconds.”

Those seconds seemed to last forever.

“Ben, now!” Matt said.

I had to drop our defenses to let Quasar shoot out the chamber wall. Head Case’s shields flared, taking the brunt of the plasma beam and heating us up in a hurry.

Thankfully, we didn’t need to say very long. All eight ion cannons fired on the same spot, quickly tearing open a small hole. With one final pull, I tore the small opening into a much larger one, and we burst through like a bullet, escaping the cannon’s interior only moments before it would have depleted our shields and burned us alive.

We weren’t out of the woods yet.

For a moment, everything was chaos. Alarms blared, the ship spun wildly, and I lost my footing, nearly tumbling off the sigibellum. But then Matt's steady hand brought us under control, and we found ourselves floating in a vast, alien chamber.

"We made it," Sonia breathed, her voice filled with disbelief.

Lyra let out a shaky laugh. "I can't believe that actually worked."

I allowed myself a moment of relief before refocusing. “Zar, are we clear?” I asked. I didn’t see anything in the displays, but the sensors would tell us more.

“So far, so good,” she replied. “If there are tangoes on the ship, they’re not in here.”

“Great news. Sonia, are you okay?”

“I almost didn’t make it,” she replied, pale and sweaty.

Not that I was much better. My shirt was soaked through, my hair dripping. I glanced at Lyra, who somehow still looked pristine and annoyingly beautiful.

“I assume you’re fine?” I said, convinced she had held back some of her power, forcing Sonia and me to carry a heavier load.

“What can I say?” she replied. “I’m just more adept than you two, I suppose.”

I shook my head and turned away. Even if she had held back, we wouldn’t have made it inside the ship without her. “Matt, change of plans. Instead of landing and scaling up, let’s scale down to five percent. We can cover more ground that way.”

“Good idea,” Matt agreed. “Standby for more shrinkage.”

“You want to go smaller?” Lyra groaned.

“It won’t hurt,” I replied. “I promise.”

I turned my attention to the displays, taking in our surroundings. The carapal's interior was unlike anything I'd ever seen. At first glance, a cross between organic growth and advanced machinery illuminated by an eerie, otherworldly energy.

"What is this thing?” Emerald's voice came over the comms, filled with awe.

"I don't know," I replied, a shiver running down my spine. "But we're about to find out."
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As Head Case shrank to the size of a fly, the carapal's interior expanded around us, transforming from a vast chamber into an alien landscape of colossal proportions. Surrounded by intricate patterns and textures that defied easy classification, it was as if we had been transported into the belly of some gargantuan, mechanical beast.

“Wow,” Emerald breathed over the comms, her voice filled with a mixture of awe and trepidation. "This place is so cotton candy.”

She wasn't wrong. Massive structures that seemed to be a fusion of organic growth and advanced machinery filled the space around us. Enormous gears, easily the size of buildings from our diminutive perspective, meshed together with eerie precision. Thick cables and conduits, pulsing with energy, snaked between and around the machinery like the veins and arteries of some vast, alien circulatory system.

"It's like a clockwork nightmare," Sonia murmured, her eyes wide as she took in the sight.

Lyra, for once, seemed at a loss for words. Her usual mask of cool indifference had slipped, replaced by an expression of genuine wonder. She tried to cover it up before I noticed. Too late.

Matt guided Head Case through this mechanical labyrinth with practiced ease, weaving between massive pistons that rose and fell with thunderous force. The rhythmic movement of the machinery created an almost hypnotic effect, a symphony of metal and motion creating a heartbeat for the hybrid beast.

"This is incredible," I said, unable to keep the excitement from my voice. "I've never seen anything like it."

"This technology is so different than anything in the Empire or even the Rim,” Quasar said. “It’s amazing.”

“I think I found the way out of this space,” Matt said, guiding Head Case toward a huge opening that came into view on the sigibellum’s displays.

As we ventured through, the true scale of the ship became increasingly apparent. The passageways weren’t simply large. Even accounting for our diminutive size, the corridors were like vast canyons of metal and composite materials. The ceiling soared so high above us that it was often lost in a haze of atmospheric distortion.

“Who do you think built this?” Sonia wondered aloud. "And why?"

As if in answer to her question, we rounded a corner and came face to face with something that made us all gasp in unison. Embedded in one of the walls was what appeared to be a control panel. But it wasn't the panel itself that caught our attention – it was its size. Each button was easily the size of a small house from our current perspective.

“This is crazy!” Emerald exclaimed. "Either we've shrunk way more than we thought, or..."

"Or the beings that built this ship were absolutely enormous," I finished for her, my mind reeling at the implications.

Lyra leaned forward, her eyes narrowing as she studied the control panel. "Based on the scale of that thing, I'd estimate the aliens who used it to be...what? Twenty, maybe thirty feet tall?"

"At least," Quasar agreed. "It's hard to be certain without more data, but that seems like a reasonable estimate."

“I have the data,” Meg said. “Based on sensor measurements and matching scale, if this ship were occupied by humans, they would be nearly thirty feet tall.”

“Like I said,” Lyra bragged.

“The alien’s homeworld must have lower gravity than Earth for them to grow that large,” I replied.

“It appears that way,” Meg agreed. “The gravity in here is half of Earth’s.”

“Of course, that’s assuming the aliens are humanoid,” Sapphire pointed out. “They could be like Issa or Ixy. Or even something entirely new. Something we’ve never seen before.”

“That control panel certainly looks like it was made for a humanoid,” Emerald said. “But I hope they’re made of rocks or crystals or something. Giant-sized people is kind of boring.”

We all fell silent for a moment, trying to wrap our heads around the idea of beings so massive. It was one thing to encounter alien life – we'd all seen our fair share of strange creatures in our travels through the galaxy. But this... this was something else entirely.

"It makes sense," Matt mused as he guided us away from the control panel and deeper into the ship. "A species this large would need equally massive ships.”

As we continued our exploration, we came across what appeared to be an enormous elevator shaft. Matt maneuvered Head Case into the opening, and we began to ascend, taking in the full vertical scope of the carapal.

"I'm counting ten distinct levels," Quasar reported as we rose. "The plasma cannons we entered through seem to occupy parts of the first three decks."

We paused at the fourth level, where we discovered the machinery responsible for lowering the telescoping shafts into place. Like everything else we'd encountered, it was a marvel of engineering on a scale that defied easy comprehension. Massive gears and hydraulic systems worked in perfect harmony, ready to deploy the mining apparatus at a moment's notice.

"This setup spans at least three decks on its own," Matt observed.

As we reached the seventh deck, we stumbled upon something that shed new light on the carapal's true purpose. A massive platform stood ready to descend through the telescoping shaft. But it wasn't the platform itself that caught our attention.

It was what waited on it.

Hundreds of chitinous, insectoid robots were neatly arranged in rows, each one clearly designed for mining operations. They stood motionless, waiting for the command to deploy and begin their work.

"Well, that answers one question," Quasar said. "We know how they actually do the mining once they bore those holes."

"You know,” Meg said, “I’m starting to think we might have misunderstood the carapal's purpose."

"What do you mean?" I asked, intrigued.

"Well, think about it," she continued. "If these aliens are as massive as they seem, imagine the damage they'd do if they tried to mine a planet directly. The holes they'd need to dig would be enormous, causing far more destruction than necessary."

"So you're saying the carapal is actually designed to minimize environmental impact?" Sonia asked, skepticism evident in her voice.

"It's possible," Meg replied. "By using these smaller, more precise robots, they can extract the resources they need without completely devastating the planet."

"That's surprisingly considerate for a species that's willing to vaporize chunks of a planet with plasma beams," Matt said.

“Chunks versus a whole,” I said. “We have no idea if Nevis is using the carapal right. He may have it on a higher setting or something, to finish the mining faster.”

“Maybe we're giving them too much credit,” Lyra suggested. “We don't know their true motivations."

As fascinating as our discoveries were, we still hadn't found what we were really looking for—the ship's bridge or control center. There was no obvious indication of where it might be located, and the sheer size of the carapal made a systematic search a daunting prospect.

"If only we'd brought that Gilded with us," I muttered, frustration creeping into my voice. "He might have been able to point us toward the bridge.”

Lyra's eyes flashed dangerously. "Are you still hung up on that? I told you, he died before we could get any useful information out of him."

"And I still think that was short-sighted on your part,” I replied. "We could have used him."

“Short-sighted?” Lyra huffed. “I have much more experience than you when it comes to⁠—”

“Okay,” Sonia interjected, stepping between us. "What's done is done. We need to focus on finding the control center."

I nodded. "You're right. There’s nothing we can do about it now.”

For what felt like hours, we continued our exploration of the carapal's interior. Matt guided Head Case through a labyrinth of corridors, chambers, and machinery, each more awe-inspiring than the last. Yet despite our best efforts, we found no sign of any other living beings aboard the ship. Thankfully, we didn’t cross paths with any automated defenses or other gotchas.

As we rounded yet another corner, we came face to face with a massive sealed door. Unlike the utilitarian designs we'd seen elsewhere, this one was ornate, covered in intricate patterns and symbols that defied easy interpretation.

"This looks promising," I said, studying the door with interest. "But how do we get it open?"

Matt maneuvered Head Case closer, allowing us to examine the door in greater detail. The control panel sat to the left of it, currently dark. There was no way we could use it in our micro-sized state.

“We could try to force it open with sigiltech," Lyra suggested, a hint of eagerness in her voice.

I shook my head. "Too risky. We don't know what kind of security measures might be in place. The last thing we need is to trigger some kind of alarm."

"We can go around it,” Sonia said. “If these aliens breathe, then they must have ventilation. Too small for them to sneak through, but…”

I grinned at her. “Good thinking. Matt, can you backtrack a bit? We’re looking for ventilation.”

Sure enough, we soon found ourselves hovering in front of a grate—small relative to everything else—that seemed to lead into the ship's ventilation system. At our current size, the openings in the grate might as well have been airplane hangars.

Matt guided Head Case through the grate and into the shaft beyond. The interior was a maze of branching pathways, each large enough to accommodate vehicles many times our current size. We stayed on the straight path, leading directly from the corridor and past the ornate door.

We emerged into a vast, cylindrical chamber that immediately left us all gaping. At its center, suspended in a containment field of crackling energy, was what could only be described as a miniature sun. The sphere, easily the size of a large house, was large enough for us to see the fusion reactions along its surface, creating energy that flowed up and down the invisible containment to thick-wired collectors at either end.

"Is that the reactor?" Sonia asked.

"It must be one of them,” Quasar replied.

"The Sun of Carapal," Emerald quipped, though there was a note of awe in her voice.

We all stood in silence for a moment, mesmerized by the sight before us. It was a stark reminder of just how far beyond our understanding the carapal's technology truly was.

"As fascinating as this is," Lyra said, breaking the spell, "we should keep moving. We still haven't found the bridge.”

We turned away from the reactor and made our way back into the ventilation system. As we exited back where we had started, a sudden burst of static popped from Lyra’s pocket.

"Lyra," a digitized voice crackled through the interference. "This is Cheat Code. Do you copy?"

"I copy," Lyra replied, retrieving her comms device. "What's the situation?"

"We've got company," Cheat Code reported. "Multiple ships just dropped out of hyperspace, including a pair of sigilships. They're on an intercept course with the carapal."

A chill ran down my spine as the implications of this news sank in. Lyra's eyes met mine, and for once, there was no trace of antagonism in her gaze, only determination. “It appears you were right about the Gilded following us here.”

“The only question is whether Nevis is out there with the others, or in here with us,” Sonia said.

“Either way, we need to find the bridge, ASAP,” I said. “Matt, let’s pick up the pace. Big-time.”
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The corridors of the carapal blurred past as Matt pushed Head Case to its limits, weaving through the labyrinthine passages with desperate urgency. The ship's miniaturized form darted between massive structural supports and around colossal machinery, each new chamber revealing wonders that, under different circumstances, would have left us awestruck.

"Any sign of the bridge yet?" I asked, my eyes scanning the viewscreens for anything that might resemble a control center.

Matt shook his head, his jaw clenched in concentration. "Nothing definitive.”

"What's the situation up there?" I asked Lyra, trying to keep the edge of anxiety from my voice.

Lyra's lips pressed into a thin line. "Not good. Cheat Code reports that the Gilded ships are moving into a defensive formation around the carapal. They're scanning for any signs of our ships."

"Well, at least they won't find Head Case in here," Emerald said. “We’re much too teeny tiny.”

"Small mercies," Lyra muttered. She tapped her comm again. "Cheat Code, keep me updated on any changes. And stay hidden."

"Oh, sure," the AI's digitized voice crackled back, dripping with sarcasm. "I'll just sit here in the corner like a good little spaceship. Maybe I'll power down entirely, just to be extra sneaky."

Lyra rolled her eyes. "Just do your job."

As we rounded yet another corner, the largest door we’d encountered so far came into view, its surface adorned with the intricate patterns and symbols I’d come to associate with an important compartment.

"That looks promising," Sonia said, leaning forward to get a better look.

“Matt, get us in there through the vents."

Matt guided our miniaturized ship through a nearby ventilation grate and forward, easily bypassing the door and bringing us over the top of what definitely looked like a command center, though its steampunk aesthetics took me by surprise.

Massive banks of controls lined the bulkheads and closely-packed duty stations, their surfaces a mashup of levers, knobs, and switches that would have looked more at home twenty thousand leagues under the sea than in an advanced alien mining vessel.

Holographic displays flickered and pulsed, showing readouts in an incomprehensible alien script. At the center of it all stood an enormous chair–more of a throne, really–clearly designed for a being of truly monumental proportions.

"Well," Matt said, breaking the awestruck silence, "I think we found what we're looking for. It's empty. No sign of Nevis or anyone else."

"Let's hope it stays that way," I replied, even as a part of me questioned if Nevis' absence was a good sign or cause for even greater concern.

Sonia voiced the thought that was clearly on all our minds. "If Nevis isn't here... does that mean he hasn't arrived yet?"

"Or he could be somewhere else on the ship," Lyra countered, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the bridge. "We can't afford to let our guard down."

I nodded in agreement. "You're right. But first things first—we need to get back to our normal size if we're going to have any hope of figuring out these controls."

Matt's voice carried a hint of concern. "Where exactly do you want me to land? We won’t fit in here with all the controls. And the passageways aren’t quite tall enough, unless we want to scale at less than one hundred percent.”

“I’d much rather not,” Lyra said.

“I’m sure we can find a nearby compartment with enough floor space,” I replied. “Take us out.”

Matt guided us out of the bridge and back to the corridor. It didn’t take long for us to find a suitable landing spot. An empty compartment along our flight path provided the needed square footage.

As Matt initiated the scaling process, I couldn't help but feel a twinge of vertigo as the world around us shrank. The massive alien technology that had dwarfed us moments before now appeared more manageable, though still impressively large.

When the process was complete, Lyra let out a sigh of relief. "Finally," she muttered. “Let’s not do that again.”

“Come on,” I said. “We need to get back to the bridge and figure out how to control this thing before Nevis and his goons arrive. Matt, grab the others, show them the armory, and let’s get this show on the road.”

“On it,” Matt replied.

Lyra, Sonia, and I stepped off the sigibellum, which went dark the moment our feet lost contact. We quickly put our boots back on, sitting side by side on the edge of the platform.

“Lyra, we work together on this, right?” I said. “No lone wolf crap, and no double-crosses.”

“Of course not,” she replied, though I sensed a ‘yet’ in her tone.

Sapphire had already revealed her secret. Lyra knew she couldn’t beat Nevis on her own. But if we defeated him, what then? Would she turn on us like she had before? Would she try to claim not just full credit for stopping the Gilded, but the carapal itself?

I needed to stay ready for anything.

“Ixy, are you coming?” I asked as we stood and started for the elevator.

“Okaysss,” she replied, scurrying from her web to join us.

We made our way to Head Case’s hangar, where we waited an interminably long two minutes for Matt and the others to arrive. Fully kitted out in combat armor and loaded with weaponry, he looked like a total badass. So did Sapphire, Helford, and Gral. Issa and Emerald skipped out on the armor and remained as they were, only packing more firepower.

“Ooh, we should all arrange in a line and walk slowly toward the exit!” Emerald said excitedly. “Ben, you can have lightning crackling between your hands. That would look so cool.”

“How about we just go,” I replied.

“Fine,” she answered, dejected.

The boarding ramp lowered with a soft hiss, and we began to file out, weapons at the ready. But before we could even clear the ship, a high-pitched whine filled the air, accompanied by the sound of metal scraping against metal.

"What the hell is that?" Emerald exclaimed, her hand flying to her sidearm.

The answer came in a terrifying wave of chitinous bodies and glowing, alien eyes. Dozens of mining robots poured into the room, their appendages whirring and crackling with energy.

“Incoming!” Quasar shouted, already bringing her weapon to bear.

The flood of mining robots poured into the compartment like a disgusting tsunami, their chitinous bodies echoing like bamboo as they banged into one another in the crush. They swarmed towards us, a seething mass of deadly purpose, their plasma cutters flaring to life with an ominous hum. Designed to slice through solid rock with ease, the cutters now served as lethal weapons, the air shimmering with the heat they emitted. The mining bots also sported massive, serrated claws that looked capable of rending flesh and bone as easily as stone, attached to long arms that could stretch out further than even Gral or Helford’s reach.

With a thought, I unleashed a wave of force that sent a dozen robots crashing into each other, their hard, organic carapaces crumpling under the impact with a sickening crunch. Sparks flew and fluid sprayed as the machines tumbled to the deck.

Beside me, Sonia and Lyra entered the fray. Their sigiltech rings glowed like miniature stars, the intricate patterns pulsing with barely contained power. Sonia closed her fist, and a group of robots was suddenly yanked together as if by an invisible hand. They collided with a resounding clang, limbs tangling together in a twisted heap of metal. Lyra followed up with separate, and another cluster of robots shattered into thousands of pieces that rained down on the deck like deadly confetti.

The others joined the fray without hesitation, their weapons spitting plasma and projectiles with a deafening roar. Emerald, carrying one of the heavy plasma rifles we’d borrowed from Duchess Dryka, tore trough the attacking bots like a tornado. She moved with a fluid grace, her body a blur of motion as she danced between the attacking machines, each of the rifle’s powerful bolts leaving a trail of smoldering wreckage in her wake. Matt and Quasar fought side by side, their movements synchronized as if they shared a single mind. They cut a swath of their own through the oncoming horde, relying on one another without hesitation.

Issa, the massive reptilian alien, moved with a speed that defied belief given its size. Its four arms were a blur of motion, each one wielding an energy blade that sliced through metal like it was made of paper. The air sizzled and popped with the discharge of the weapons, the harsh scent of scorched metal filling the compartment. Gral and Helford, armed with two more of Dryka’s high-powered plasma rifles, laid down a barrage of fire that turned robots into smoldering heaps of slag.

Ixy scuttled along the walls and ceiling, her multiple legs a blur of motion. She used her webbing to ensnare the robots, the sticky strands wrapping around their limbs, and yanking them off balance. The machines toppled and crashed to the deck, flailing helplessly as she dropped on top of them, spearing them through their chests with her powerful appendages.

The battle was intense, a chaotic mess of noise and violence that threatened to overwhelm me. I had been in scrapes before, but not quite like this. The scream of rending metal and the sizzle of plasma filled the air, punctuated by the crash of robots smashing into each other and the deck.

A cry from my right drew my attention, and I saw that a few of the bots had reached Helford just as he’d run out of cell charge for his rifle. He bellowed and cursed as a plasma cutter flared against his combat armor, digging deep. A powerful kick sent the robot tumbling away, where Lyra quickly pushed it into the deck with enough force to crush it like a soda can. Gral slammed another of the bots with the butt of his rifle, smashing through its shoulder and into its chest. It billowed smoke momentarily as it collapsed.

I looked away, finding Matt in similar trouble. He grappled with one of the bots, holding its digging claws above his head while it tried to overpower him. Quasar couldn’t help him yet, busy with targets of her own.

A sweep of my hand was all it took. The robot flew away from Matt and across the room, where it crashed into another miner.

One by one, the machines fell, reduced to sparking, twitching heaps of scrap that littered the deck like the discarded toys of some petulant giant.

As the last robot fell, we took a moment to catch our breath. The compartment was a scene of utter devastation, the walls scorched and pitted by weapons fire, the floor slick with hydraulic fluid and coolant that pooled around the shattered remains of our attackers.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked, my voice hoarse and strained from shouting over the din of combat.

A chorus of affirmatives rang out, though I could see the toll the fight had taken. None of our armor remained unscorched or scraped, and everyone had worked up a grimy sweat. But we were all still alive, while at least two hundred mining robots lay scattered in ruins around us.

Not bad.

“That was too easy,” Lyra said, though even she had trouble making it sound believable. She hadn’t worked up a sweat on the sigibellum, but she was practically soaked through now, hair and face glistening. I had to bite back my anger, certain now that I was right about her holding back earlier.

"We need to keep moving," Quasar said. She rotated her left arm to check its functioning. Her armor was cracked and blackened at the shoulder by a particularly vicious plasma cutter strike. She scanned the corridor beyond, searching for any sign of further threats. “Whether automated security protocols turned those mining bots into sentries or Nevis activated them somehow, there are plenty more where those came from. I’m sure they’re on the way.”

"Agreed,” I replied. “We need to get to the bridge and end this before we're overwhelmed. Lyra and I have point. Sonia, help Ixy cover the rear. Everyone else, form up behind us.”

“What about me?” Shaq asked from my shoulder.

“Get somewhere out of sight, but stay close,” I replied. “Be ready when I call for you.”

“Mmmhmm,” he agreed, jumping off me and scrambling to the side of the room, where he vanished under a piece of robot carapace.

We advanced out of the compartment and back into the corridor. No sooner had we cleared the threshold than the sound of weapons fire erupted down, the whoomp-thud of plasma rifles echoing off the bulkheads. I raised an almost subconscious barrier of reflect in front of us, blocking the initial volley and sending it back at our attackers. They ducked against the bulkheads, reacting with a frighteningly efficient ease.

A group of heavily armed fighters, they were clad in sleek black armor, their faces hidden behind featureless helmets that gave them a sinister appearance. Mercenaries? Or worse? No one had mentioned Nevis raising an army of regular foot soldiers in addition to Sigiltech users, but that didn’t make it impossible.

Either way, where the hell had they come from?

I’d barely finished the thought when the sound of metal scraping against metal filled the air from behind us, heralding the arrival of even more mining robots. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the machines rounding the corner, a river of dark carapaces and metal limbs threatening to drown us.

We were caught between two deadly forces, a vice of metal and plasma that threatened to crush us at any moment. But retreat was not an option. We had come too far, fought too hard, to turn back now.

"Push forward! We need to get to the bridge!"

I held the wall of reflect ahead of us as we continued our advance. On the other side, Sonia pushed back the front row of mining robots, crashing them into one another and creating a temporary blockade.

The enemy continued firing, changing the angles so when their bolts hit my wall they ricocheted into the overhead or off the bulkheads.

“Why are they shooting at us?” Emerald said. “Can’t they see they can’t hit us? That’s dumb.”

From her lips to their ears. Before I knew what was happening, someone negated my reflect shield. The incoming bolts were no longer slowed, and Issa took a hit that knocked it to the deck clutching its chest, while the others absorbed the rounds with fresh damage to their combat armor.

Lyra’s eyes flashed in anger when Issa fell, her rings flaring with her fury as she tried to push the enemy back. Her attempt was met with a countering disperse and the rain of incoming fire continued. I used absorb to catch a pair of bolts that would have skewered me otherwise, collecting their energy and holding it as we all found cover. I didn’t see a Gilded among them, but the way they were outfitted was clearly no accident. He was one of the black armored and helmeted tangoes, but which one?

“Ben!” Sonia cried behind me. I looked back to see the mining robots were coming fast, gaining in a hurry now that we were harried. She kept trying to push them back, but her effort on the sigibellum had left her tired, her ability to stay focused and channel chaos energy waning.

“Lyra, Sonia needs help.”

“I’m not stopping you,” she replied.

“Go help her,” I growled.

“I’m a little busy at the moment.” She pushed at another enemy, the action cancelled out once more.

“Busy doing what?”

She side-eyed me with a smug grin. “Figuring out which one of them is the Gilded. Third from the back on the port side.”

“How do you⁠—”

“Third from the back on the port side,” she repeated.

I used my comms to contact Shaq, giving him the coordinates. He didn’t reply, which meant he was close to the enemy. Probably back in the ventilation.

I spun around to help Sonia, dispersing the absorbed plasma energy at the mining bots before adding my own enhanced push. The force was enough to rattle the passageway. The entire line of bots were swept back, crashing into one another at the rear bulkhead. Smoke immediately rose from the center of the newly created scrap heap.

A temporary reprieve. I spun back around just in time to see Shaq drop down over the head of Lyra’s indicated target, landing on his helmet and scurrying to his back. He tried to bite, but couldn’t find bare flesh, forced to use his claws to make a hole.

I joined my hands and faced them toward the Gilded, sending contained light his way. He had to counter my laser, distracting him from Shaq and buying him the time he needed. The Gilded reacted with surprised when Shaq cut through his armor to the flesh. He tried to pull Shaq away, but was too late. He tumbled forward onto the deck, dead, while Shaq vanished back into the ventilation shaft ahead of the gunfire trying to track him.

With the Gilded out of the way, the corridor ahead opened up again. We surged forward, weapons and Sigiltech pounding on the enemy, who fell back in the face of our regained edge. Not that they had left us unscathed. Two of Issa’s arms hung limp, while Helford had multiple bolt holes through his armor that, from the paleness of his face, had sank into his flesh and left him wounded. Quasar had ditched her damaged helmet, and even Lyra looked haggard.

With the mining robots still coming at us from the rear, we had to keep up the pace and get the bridge, and thanks to Lyra, now was our chance.

Her push slammed one enemy into another, pinning them to the bulkhead while Gral shot them both, dropping them to the deck in a heap. A pull from me brought another one away from cover, dragging them into the open for Matt to bring down. Meanwhile, Emerald picked off any tango who tried to break cover, her rifle’s heavy bolts punching right through their light armor with one hit. Sonia and Ixy kept the mining robots delayed at our rear, with Ixy spinning sticky silk across the passageway and Sonia pulling the bots into it, creating a wall with them that the other bots had to cut through.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, the last of the enemy fighters succumbed, clearing the way to the bridge. We sprinted forward to the corner, and on seeing the doors to the bridge undefended, hurried to enter.

Arriving at the doors, I held up my hand, ready to pull them open with as much force as necessary, eager to figure out how to stop the plasma beams and get the carapal away from the planet, and away from Nevis.

“Ben, wait!” Quasar snapped, and I froze in place.

“What is it?” I asked.

Lyra didn’t wait. She yanked the door open with Sigiltech, revealing the bridge.

Nevis stood in front of us, a pair of Gilded on either side of him.

“It’s a trap,” she said softly, just before the five Gilded moved in unison, pushing our group into the bulkhead with enough force to steal the breath from my lungs.

Of course it was.
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A trap, but quite what I expected. Nevis had us where he wanted us. Pinned against the bulkhead, with plenty of Gilded backup to keep us there.

I tried to overpower his push with one of my own, straining against his hold, surprised by his power. I shouldn’t have been. Not when he could open rifts and pull asteroids through them. I couldn’t understand why such a gifted archon hadn’t been prominent in Blob’s attempt to overthrow the galaxy.

Of course, that didn’t make him more powerful than me.

With an extra burst of effort, I shattered his chains. But before I could even take a step from the bulkhead, a second Gilded pushed me back into it. I broke his hold, too, but when I overcame that one, Nevis regained his hold.

Alone, I could have taken any of them, though Nevis would still be a tremendous challenge. Together, they were unbreakable.

I glanced sidelong in both directions as Nevis and his Gilded approached. I could see the strain on their faces, their struggles falling short. Sonia was way too spent to overcome the Gilded holding her, the same one likely holding the others. I could tell Lyra was trying, but Sigiltech devices couldn’t hold a candle to what a Gilded went through to gain their power.

The army of mining robots began marching around the corner from where we had just arrived, offering further backup to the enemy archons.

I didn’t see Shaq anywhere. I knew he had to be nearby, waiting for the right moment to strike. He’d need a clean, quick shot at Nevis that the Gilded wouldn’t have time to defend. There was a ventilation shaft on the bridge behind Nevis, but it was too far away for him to lunge unseen.

“Welcome, Prime Archon,” Nevis said, grinning at me. “I have to say, I’m impressed. After our encounter at my club, after you stole Yarik away, I thought you might find your way back here. I didn’t expect you to get inside this easily, though. My ships are in orbit, but you aren’t out there to destroy.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” I replied.

“Disappointed? No, no, no.” Nevis stepped closer, his eyes gleaming with a fervor that sent a chill down my spine. "On the contrary, I'm thrilled. You've proven yourself to be even more capable than I'd hoped. And now, here we are."

"What do you want from me?” I asked. Maybe I hadn’t remembered the Godfather, but I’d seen enough movies to know that getting the evil mastermind to waste time explaining his plans often led to good outcomes for the hero.

Then again, this wasn’t a movie.

Nevis spread his hands in a gesture that might have seemed benevolent if not for the predatory look in his eyes. "What I want, Prime Archon, is for you to see reason. To understand the gravity of the situation we find ourselves in."

"The situation where you've got us pinned to a wall?" Emerald quipped, earning a sharp glare from one of the Gilded.

"The situation," Nevis continued, unfazed, "that faces our entire galaxy. A situation Duke Sedaya also hoped to control. I agree, his methods were brutal, but his ideals weren’t wrong.”

“I’d like to agree to disagree there,” I said.

“Sigiltech is spreading,” Nevis continued. “You picked up a Family stray along the way, so you’ve seen how fast.” He motioned to Sonia, referring to the sigilsuits the Family used to test potentials. “And you know as well as anyone that with Sigiltech comes power beyond imagination...and danger beyond measure."

I raised an eyebrow. "Danger? You mean like using it to attack planets and steal their resources?"

Nevis waved a hand dismissively. “There are no sigils anywhere on the carapal, if that’s what you’re referring to. But think bigger. Sigiltech in the hands of the masses?”

“Less than one percent of people can even use Sigiltech,” I said. “It’s not the problem you’re suggesting it is.”

“One percent of a hundred billion is still one hundred million. Hardly an insignificant number, especially when the call has gone out to bring them in for testing, to give them lives of wealth and power. How many million will answer that call? How many will be given even more to breed as many potentials as they can? And once the genetic code of a Sigiltech adept can be unlocked and manipulated? Chaos. Destruction on a scale you can't even fathom."

"And let me guess," Lyra interjected, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "You're the one to save us all from this impending doom?"

"Not just me," Nevis replied, his gaze locking onto mine. "The galaxy needs the right leaders in place to handle this transition. Leaders who can guide the Spiral through this new age. Leaders like you, Benjamin Murdock.”

I blinked, taken aback. "Me?"

"And me," Nevis added with a sly grin. "Together, we could reshape the Spiral. Strengthen order before the chaos that's coming."

"You want me to join you?" I asked, incredulous. "After everything you've done?"

"Everything I've done has been in service of a greater purpose," Nevis insisted. "The old ways are crumbling, Ben. The Empire can't hope to control what's coming."

I shook my head, trying to process his words. "And you think you can?"

"I know we can," Nevis replied, his voice filled with conviction. "Think about it, Ben. The power we could wield together. The good we could do."

Before I could formulate a response, Meg's whisper came through my comms, barely audible. "Ben, we're on our way. We have an idea. Hold on."

I fought to keep my expression neutral, not wanting to give away the unexpected lifeline. What could Meg and Leo possibly do in this situation?

Nevis, oblivious to the message, pressed on. "I know you have questions. Doubts. But I assure you, this is the only way the Spiral survives in one relatively stable piece. The carapal, the hemolite... it's all part of a grand design."

"A grand design?" I echoed, deciding to play along. Maybe if I kept him talking, it would give Meg and the others time to... well, to do whatever they thought they could do. "What's the endgame here, Nevis? What's all this hemolite for?"

A gleam of excitement lit up Nevis's eyes, and I realized I'd struck gold.

"Imagine, if you will," he began, his voice taking on an almost reverent tone, "a station. Not just any station, but one infused with Sigiltech on a scale never before seen. A marvel of engineering and arcane power, capable of traversing the galaxy in the blink of an eye. A mobile seat of power, able to appear anywhere, at any time. Quell any unrest, put down any threat. A symbol of the new regime that will make people think twice before they even consider rebellion."

“Um…” Emerald said. “Not to be a party pooper, but that’s already been done before. It’s called the Death Star.”

Nevis frowned. "The what?"

"Nothing," I said quickly, shooting her a warning glance. "Go on.”

“A collection of archons, the six of us here to start, plus my companions on their ships overhead, creating the backbone of our Grand Council, that will usher the Spiral into a new era.”

“Sith,” Emerald sang, clamping her mouth shut when one of the Gilded glared at her.

“Back up a second,” I said. “I’m curious about the carapal. It sped up this master plan of yours by at least a decade or more. How did you even know where to find it?"

A shadow passed over Nevis's face, and for a moment, I caught a glimpse of uncertainty. Or was it fear? It was gone as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by his usual mask of confidence.

"The carapal," he said, his voice measured, "was a gift of sorts. I was contacted by an interested party. A man shrouded in black robes, face hidden in shadow."

"Emperor Palpatine!” Emerald cried. “Come on!” She laughed until a Gilded took a step toward her.

Nevis ignored the interruption. "This mysterious figure knew of my efforts to gather hemolite. He pointed me in the direction of a distant world, far beyond the Rim. That's where we found the carapal."

A chill ran down my spine. The description of the robed figure brought to mind only one being:

Sucaath.

"This benefactor of yours," I pressed, "did he say why he was helping you?"

Nevis shrugged. "He spoke of a shared vision for the future. Of bringing order to the chaos of the universe." He paused, a flicker of doubt crossing his features. "I admit, there was something unsettling about him. But the information he provided was invaluable."

“And is he going to have a seat on this Grand Council of yours?”

“No. He’s not interested in power for himself. Only that we preserve the Spiral, and don’t allow it to collapse beneath the weight of too many people wielding too much power.”

“In a way, I’m kind of honored that you would think of me,” I said, doing my best to keep the conversation going while Meg and Leo were at work. “But why try to kill me instead of just talking to me about all of this in the first place?"

Nevis had the grace to look slightly abashed. “Would you truly have heard me out without being a captive audience? I'll admit, I didn't intend to enlist you at first. But witnessing your power firsthand, having the opportunity laid out before us like this, it’s as though the fates are guiding us together.” He took a step closer, his voice dropping to an almost conspiratorial whisper. "I know you're stronger than me, Ben. You might be the strongest of us all. You could be more than a member of the council. You could be our leader. You could rule the galaxy."

The words hung in the air between us, heavy with possibility and threat. I glanced at my friends, still held immobile by Nevis's Gilded.

"If I join you," I said slowly, "will you let my friends go?"

Nevis's face lit up. "Of course! We can all be on the same side. There's no reason for more conflict."

"What about the Emperor and the Regent?" I pressed.

Nevis's expression hardened. "They have to go, of course. The old order must fall for the new to rise."

I raised an eyebrow. “I think you should know, the Regent is married to my mother. He also happens to be a good friend of mine.”

That seemed to give Nevis pause. "I... was not aware of that." He recovered quickly. “Perhaps this could work in our favor. Could you convince Avelus Keep to join us?”

“I don’t know. I think he sort of agrees with you about Sigiltech being bad to let spread. But he definitely wouldn’t approve of your methods to control it.”

“A shame. In that case, you have a choice to make. Die loyal to your family, or live as one of the most powerful individuals in the Spiral."

Meg's voice whispered in my ear once more. "Ben, wait for the signal. It'll be obvious."

I had no idea what she meant, but I needed to keep Nevis talking. “The thing is, if I say yes under duress," I asked, “you have no way to be sure I’ll stay loyal.”

A slow smile spread across Nevis's face. “On the contrary, again,” he replied. “We have access to a sigil called bond. One of its potential uses is to tie the life forces of those who share it together. They feed off one another, and their power becomes combined. Breaking the bond sigil kills the wearer.” His eyes gleamed with an almost feverish light. "So you see, our fates would be inexorably linked."

I stared at him, desperately trying to buy more time. Every instinct screamed that this was a terrible idea. Even if Nevis's offer was genuine—which I doubted—I had no interest in becoming Darth Vader. But I couldn't let him kill my friends either.

"I..." I began, still unsure of what to say.

"I'll do it," Lyra's voice cut through the tension. All eyes turned to her. "I'll join you."

Nevis raised an eyebrow, clearly surprised by the offer. "Well, well. The mercenary shows her true colors. You're welcome to join us, of course."

He turned to Sonia. "And you? Care to throw your lot in with the winning side?"

Sonia's eyes flashed with defiance. "I'd rather eat my own sigiltech rings."

Nevis shrugged, unperturbed. "Your loss." He turned back to me, his gaze intense. "What's it to be, Benjamin? The future awaits. Will you help shape it, or be crushed beneath its weight?"

I took a deep breath. I couldn't delay much longer. Whatever Meg had planned, I hoped it would happen soon. Because otherwise, I was about to make a decision I knew I'd regret.

"Nevis, I—" I began.

Before I could finish, the door to the bridge slid closed behind Nevis, cutting all of us off from the inside.

Meg’s signal, I hoped.
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With the bridge door suddenly closed, a moment of confusion rippled through the group. Nevis and his Gilded companions exchanged bewildered glances, their concentration wavering for a split second.

That instant of distraction was all it took.

The corridor behind us erupted with the sound of clanking metal as the tidal wave of mining robots suddenly started moving again, surging, not toward us, but toward Nevis and his group. The Gilded holding us against the wall immediately released their grip, spinning to face this new threat.

I didn't waste time wondering how Meg had understood the carapal’s controls well enough to redirect the robots. The moment I felt the Gilded's hold release, I launched into action. Channeling chaos energy, I pushed off the wall with explosive force, hurtling towards Nevis like a human missile.

But Nevis was quicker than I anticipated. His eyes locked with mine for a fraction of a second, a mixture of fury and fear flashing across his face. Then, with a word I couldn't quite catch, he vanished in a shimmer of displaced air.

My momentum carrying me through the space Nevis had occupied moments before. I pulled myself to the deck, sliding across it to stop just ahead of the closed bridge door. I spun around, scanning the area frantically. “Damn it! Where did he go?"

The area outside the bridge had erupted into chaos. The Gilded fought desperately against the onslaught of mining robots, their sigiltech powers flaring as they struggled to keep the mechanical horde at bay. Sparks flew and metal screeched as plasma cutters met Sigiltech barriers.

In the midst of the mayhem, I caught sight of Lyra. For a heart-stopping moment, I wasn't sure which side she would choose. Her earlier offer to join Nevis still rang in my ears, and I braced myself for betrayal.

But then, with a feral grin that was equal parts exhilaration and fury, Lyra physically grabbed one of the Gilded by the collar. "Sorry, boys," she snarled. "I don't play well with nutjobs." With a burst of sigiltech-enhanced strength, she hurled the man into the midst of the advancing robots.

The Gilded's scream was cut short as the mining bots swarmed over him, their plasma cutters making short work of him. I winced, turning away from the grisly sight.

The bridge door slid open behind me. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Shaq shoot through like a blue rocket. The jagger dodged and danced through the chaos of metal legs surround the Gilded, launching himself at the nearest archon. His venomous fangs found their mark, and the man went down with a strangled cry.

But it was what came through the door behind Shaq that truly caught my attention. Head Case, shrunk down to the size of a toy, zipped into view. Meg's miniaturized voice came over the comms.

"Ben! We've got control of the mining bots, but we can't find Nevis on any of the sensors. Did you get him?"

I shook my head, frustration boiling in my gut. "He teleported away. I couldn't stop him in time."

"We can't let him get away," Matt's voice joined in, tight with urgency.

“We won’t,” I promised.

“Ben,” Sonia said, reaching my side through the scrum. “The bond sigil. Every Gilded we take down weakens Nevis. He can't have gone far."

My eyes widened as the implications sank in. Transfer and shift to teleport out of the carapal, then open a rift to get back to his sigilship before he lost the other Gilded, and the power he needed to escape.

“Lyra!" I called out over the din of battle. "Are the sigilships still in a static position?"

Lyra, who had just finished pushing another Gilded toward the mining bots, looked my way. She tapped her comm device. "Cheat Code, status on the sigilships?"

The AI responded immediately. "Still hanging around like a glitzy chandelier, boss. Want me to send them a strongly worded message about loitering?"

"We still have time,” I said. “We need to get out of here and stop him. Now."

"What about the carapal?" Quasar asked, gesturing at the massive doors of the bridge behind us.

I shook my head. "We can't worry about that now. Nevis might lose the hemolite on this ship, but if he's working with Sucaath, who knows what kind of damage he could do? Especially with that bond sigil."

Lyra nodded, her expression grim. She tapped her comm again. "Cheat Code, if those sigilships start moving, I need you to slow them down. By any means necessary."

"Oh, goodie," the AI replied, its digitized voice dripping with artificial glee. "I was hoping you'd say that. Time to show these oversized tree ornaments what a real ship can do."

As Lyra coordinated with Cheat Code, Meg's voice came through Head Case's speakers once more. "Ben, we've managed to deactivate the plasma beams and unlock all the doors. But we’re nowhere near an exit."

I looked around at our combined team, battered and exhausted from the fight. We didn't have time for a long trek through the carapal's interior. An idea formed in my mind, risky but necessary.

"Everyone, gather round," I ordered. "We're taking a shortcut."

As the others huddled close, I reached out, siphoning in chaos energy as quickly as I could.

"Ben," Sonia said, her voice tinged with concern. "Are you sure about this?"

I managed a tight smile. "No, but we don't have much choice. Hang on tight."

With a thought and a burst of will that felt like it might tear me apart, I triggered transfer and shift. The world around us blurred and twisted, reality itself seeming to fold in on itself. For a moment that stretched into eternity, we existed everywhere and nowhere at once.

Then, with a lurch that left my stomach somewhere back in the carapal's corridors, we materialized outside the massive ship. The harsh light of Galvus' sun stabbed at my eyes as we rematerialized back at our original landing zone.

I stumbled, my knees threatening to give out. The effort of teleporting so many people had drained me more than I'd anticipated. Quasar caught my arm, steadying me.

“Ben?” she asked.

“I’m okay. I’m just glad it worked.”

"Nice move," Lyra quipped. "Next time, maybe a little more warning before you turn us all inside out?"

Before I could respond, Leo's voice cut through our comms. “Scaling up! Get ready for pickup!"

The soccer ball sized Head Case had landed nearby. I watched as it pumped up like a balloon, smoothly transitioning back to full size. The boarding ramp extended even before the ship had fully enlarged.

"Move!" I shouted, urging the group forward.

We scrambled aboard, the ramp closing behind us.

”Ixy," I called out as we made our way through the ship. "Get Issa and Helford to sickbay. Do what you can for them."

The xixitl chittered an affirmative, already guiding the wounded members of Lyra's team towards the medical bay.

"The rest of you, to the flight deck," I ordered. "Lyra, Sonia, you're with me on the sigibellum."

We all crammed onto the elevator together, the three separate groups departing on different decks, Gral following his brother to sick bay.

Reaching the sigibellum, we quickly shed our boots. I was running near empty. My body wanted to quit, but I refused to let it. Not yet. Sheer will held me upright and gave me the strength to keep fighting. I could tell it was the same for Sonia, her face pale, her hands trembling. Lyra, on the other hand, had conserved much of her strength.

Head Case shuddered as it lifted off, shooting toward orbit.

"I hope you know what you're doing," Lyra muttered as we took our positions.

"That makes two of us," I replied, stepping onto the platform. The moment my bare feet touched the etched metal, I felt the familiar surge of power coursing through me.

Lyra's comm device came to life. "Boss, we've got movement,” Cheat Code said. “The sigilships are making like trees and getting the hell out of here.”

Lyra hesitated, her eyes meeting mine. I could see the conflict in her gaze, the weighing of risk versus reward.

"Lyra," I said softly. "We need to stop them. Whatever it takes."

She didn’t respond right away, staring at me, obviously conflicted.

“Lyra, please,” I pleaded.

She nodded, her jaw set with determination. "Cheat Code, you are cleared to engage. Show them what you've got."

"With pleasure, boss," the AI replied, a note of genuine excitement in its digitized voice. "Time to teach these dinosaurs how to dance."


CHAPTER 40
[image: ]


As Cheat Code moved to intercept the sigilships, I turned my attention to the task at hand. Nevis was out there, weakened but still dangerous. And if my suspicions about Sucaath's involvement were correct, the stakes were higher than ever.

"Alright, Teams Hondo and Lyra,” I said, my voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through my veins. "Let's finish this."

As Head Case accelerated towards the looming confrontation, the sigibellum hummed beneath our feet, its sigils burning bright.

"Cheat Code, status update," Lyra barked into her comm.

The AI's voice crackled back, a mixture of excitement and strain evident even through the digital distortion. "Having the time of my non-existent life, boss! These sigilships might have fancy tech, but they've got nothing on my superior programming and devastatingly charming personality."

Through the viewscreens surrounding the sigibellum, I could see flashes of weapons fire, the flare of shields, and the arcing lightning-like attacks of the sigilships in the distance. Cheat Code was putting up one hell of a fight, but even from here I could tell it was outmatched.

"Matt," I called out. "What's our ETA?"

"Two minutes to intercept," Matt replied.

“Cheat Code needs to hold out that long,” I told Lyra.

“If they destroy my ship, you owe me a new one, Prime Archon,” she replied. “Complete with sigils and sigibellum.”

“Where am I going to get another…” I trailed off as her eyes dropped to Head Case’s sigibellum. “Two minutes is too long.” I activated enhance, increasing the output of the thrusters. The act nearly tore all three of us off our feet as Head Case gained a burst of velocity.

We streaked through space towards the sigilships, quickly closing the distance. I could feel the raw power coursing through the sigibellum beneath my feet. The etched sigils glowed with an ethereal light, responding to the chaos energy the three of us shared, added with the energy being converted through the crystal from the ship’s reactors.

"Thirty seconds to intercept," Matt announced over the comms. “I’m taking a wide arc around to shed velocity.”

“Weapons are hot,” Quasar added.

Through the viewscreens surrounding us, I could see the battle unfolding. Cheat Code darted and weaved between the two massive sigilships, its sleek form a blur as it unleashed a barrage of weapons fire. Its energy blasts smacked into the enemy’s defenses—reflect barriers that sent the energy ricocheting back out into space. To counter Answer’s assault, arcs of crackling energy lashed out from one of the ships, forking across space in chaos-powered lightning. Where the energy met Cheat Code's shields, it splashed and dispersed, but I could see the strain it was putting on the smaller vessel's defenses.

“Only one of them is fighting back,” I noted. “I’d bet my last electro that Nevis is on the other ship, conserving his power. He’ll try to open a rift once he’s clear of the planet.”

“What do we do?” Sonia asked.

“We need to focus all our firepower on the ship that's engaging Answer. If we can take it out, it should weaken Nevis significantly."

Lyra's eyes widened in understanding. "The bond sigil. I have to admit, that’s good thinking.”

“Hopefully we can prevent him from escaping. We still don’t know where he’s brought the hemolite he already mined, or where the station is being built. Lyra, ask Cheat Code to coordinate with us.”

She nodded, already tapping at her comm device. "Cheat Code, new orders. Concentrate all fire on the active sigilship. Ignore the other one for now."

"Roger that, boss," the AI replied. "Time to show that oversized Christmas ornament how its done.”

As Cheat Code adjusted its attack pattern, I turned my attention to our own assault. "Matt, bring us in close to the active sigilship. Quasar, light them up!"

In the display, Head Case flipped over, mains still firing full bore to slow us down and get us into firing position to hit the second sigilship. The ion cannons rotated to the rear to match before roaring to life, spitting streams of superheated plasma at our target. Cheat Code joined the barrage, its own weapons adding to the deadly light show. But our blistering attack failed to connect, the reflect field absorbing the attack.

"Damn it," Quasar growled. "Their defenses are too strong. We can't punch through!"

I gritted my teeth, frustration building. We were so close, but it felt like we were throwing pebbles at a mountain.

I began drawing in chaos energy. “We need to hit them again, get us back in position.”

“On it,” Matt replied.

We swept past the sigilships, our velocity slowing to nil before gaining in the opposite vector. The cannons rotated forward again, and Matt brought us into position for another attack run.

“We’ve got movement from the asteroid belt!” Quasar announced.

I shifted my attention to see that the asteroid field that had been drifting harmlessly around Galvus had started to move, individual rocks breaking away from the whole and hurtling towards us with terrifying speed. Nevis’ sigilship had come alive with active sigils, pulling the rocks toward us.

"Incoming!" Matt shouted, forced to evade the improvised projectiles.

"Lyra, Sonia," I called out. “Focus on deflecting those asteroids.”

As their rings activated, I reached out with my own power, trying to disrupt the pull that was guiding the asteroids. It was like trying to unravel a hundred threads at once, each one slipping through my grasp as soon as I thought I had a hold on it.

We wove an intricate dance through space, dodging asteroids while still trying to maintain our assault on the active sigilship. Lyra and Sonia worked in tandem, their powers flaring as they deflected and redirected the incoming projectiles. And all the while, I strained to disrupt Nevis' control over the deadly barrage.

"We can't keep this up forever," Matt grunted, his voice strained as he executed yet another series of wild maneuvers.

He was right. Something had to give, and soon. “Get us in position. We need to make our run now.”

“We might be smashed,” Matt replied.

“We have to risk it,” I fired back.

“Copy. Here we go!”

Both Head Case and Answer changed vectors, shooting along through the hail of asteroids, no longer trying to dodge them. We took a smaller chunk off our shields that would have knocked a lesser pilot off target, and barely avoided a larger rock by a few feet. Cheat Code handled Answer with equal efficiency.

The enemy sigilship swung into clear view. Gathering what strength I had left, I overpowered the enemy’s reflect shield with disperse, creating holes in its defenses. I could sense the Gilded fighting against me, and in my condition were were practically equals. But then Sonia added her power to mine, and surprisingly so did Lyra. The sigilship’s shields shattered.

“Open fire!” I shouted.

Head Case and Cheat Code unleashed everything they had. Ion cannons, plasma beams, and conventional warheads all converged on the suddenly vulnerable vessel. The sigilship's hull took the brunt of it, and immediately began to buckle and tear.

With a silent flash that seared itself into my retinas, the sigilship detonated, sending debris spewing out around it, and towards us. As alarms blared and Matt struggled to steer us through the wreckage and the asteroids, I returned my focus to our primary target. Nevis had stopped using his ship’s sigils, and the swarm of asteroids it had been controlling now drifted aimlessly, but the ship itself continued speeding away.

Looking past his ship, I saw the telltale sign of total darkness, a tear in spacetime revealing the void beyond.

We were too late. He’d already opened a rift.

But even as the sigilship raced to reach it, I could see that something was wrong. The rift's edges wavered and pulsed, struggling to maintain coherence. The destruction of the other sigilship and the Gilded aboard had clearly taken its toll on Nevis' power.

"He doesn't have enough strength to hold it open," I realized aloud. "This is our chance!"

"Matt, get us in close," I ordered. "Quasar, be ready with everything we've got left. We need to end this now."

“Cheat Code, sick ‘em!” Lyra ordered.

Cheat Code growled back, Answer swinging into formation nearby.

We rocketed toward the sigilship, prepared to unleash everything we had. Ahead of Nevis, the rift continued struggling to maintain its form. Finally, it began to collapse in on itself. Nevis' ship accelerated, hoping to sneak through before it crumbled entirely.

He didn’t make it.

Just before the sigilship entered the rift, it closed completely, cutting him off. The sigils on the ship went completely dark, and I knew at that moment Nevis was exhausted and beaten.

“Hold your fire!” I shouted. “He’s done. We should take him alive.”

“Copy that,” Quasar replied. “Standing down.”

“Cheat Code, hold your fire,” Lyra ordered.

“Awww, but I was just about to roast his tail!” Cheat Code complained.

“Just do it,” she snapped back.

We slowed our pursuit, closing in on the sigilship. With his power diminished and nowhere to run, Nevis had no choice but to surrender.

“Meg, try to hail the sigilship,” I said.

“Aye aye, Captain,” she replied. “Sorry, no answer,” she added after a short delay.

“Keep trying.”

“I hope he doesn’t make this hard,” Sonia said.

“Good luck with that,” Lyra replied.

The sigilship decelerated, so we slowed to match, until all three ships were static in space.

“Still no response,” Meg announced.

“What is he doing?” Sonia asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “We’ll need to board him to find out. I’m too worn out to lead a boarding team.”

“I’ll do it,” Lyra said.

“Ben,” Meg said before Lyra could move. “The sigilship’s power signature just spiked. It’s ramping up faster than should be possible. I think it’s going to⁠—”

“Go critical,” I finished, struggling to believe it. Rather than give in, Nevis was using the last of his strength to self-destruct.

The universe seemed to hold its breath for a fraction of a second. Then, with a silent flash that seared itself into my retinas, Nevis' ship detonated.

As the chaos of the explosion began to subside, a heavy silence fell over the ship, none of us quite able to process what we’d just witnessed. The quiet lingered for nearly a minute before it was broken.

"Did we win?" Emerald asked, uncharacteristically subdued.

I wish I could have given her a simple answer. But as I stared out at the field of destruction we'd wrought, I knew that nothing about this situation was simple.

"I don't know, Em," I replied honestly. "I really don't know. But we stopped Nevis.”

“That sounds like a win to me,” she answered. “Woooo! Go Team Hondo!”

I turned to Lyra. With the adrenaline rush rapidly fading, my knees buckled, and I had to grab one of the displays to stay upright.

“We did it,” I said. “Thank you for helping out.”

“I didn’t help you, Prime Archon,” she replied. “You helped me.” She grinned. “But we do make a pretty good team. Shall we return to the surface and claim our prize?”

I nodded. “We shall.”
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We made our descent back to Galvus' surface, with Cheat Code piloting Answer along our route, nearly twenty seconds behind. The planet's harsh landscape came into view once more, the carapal's massive form dominating the horizon. But something had already changed. The intense heat that had radiated from the alien vessel before was noticeably diminished, the air around it no longer shimmering with waves of thermal distortion.

Matt guided Head Case with practiced ease, setting us down a safe distance from the carapal, but closer to the alien ship than before. Answer touched down nearby soon after.

As the ships' engines powered down, we gathered outside, the two teams coming together in the shadow of the massive alien mining vessel. The atmosphere was electric with a mixture of exhaustion and exhilaration. We'd done it. We'd stopped Nevis and his plans to build a Sigiltech space station. A Death Star, as Emerald had somewhat accurately dubbed it.

Now, she was the first to break the silence, her usual energy undiminished by the ordeal we'd just been through. "We did it!" she crowed, pumping her fist in the air. "Team Hondo saves the day again! We’re so awesome!”

"I think you mean Team Hondo and Team Lyra," Sapphire corrected, but there was no real heat in her words. A small smile played at the corners of her mouth.

"Details, details," Emerald waved her off. "The important thing is we kicked some serious Gilded butt!"

Matt chuckled, clapping me on the shoulder. "I have to admit, for a while there I wasn't sure we were going to pull it off. But you came through for us, Ben. Again."

I shook my head, feeling the weight of exhaustion settling over me now that the adrenaline was wearing off. "It wasn't just me. We all played our part. If any one of us had faltered..."

"But we didn't," Quasar interjected. "And now we've got a giant alien mining ship to show for it."

At the mention of the carapal, all eyes turned to the colossal vessel looming over us. Its chitinous exterior no longer pulsed with the intense heat of its mining operations, but it was no less awe-inspiring for the stillness.

Lyra stepped forward, her gaze fixed on the carapal with an intensity that was almost palpable. "Speaking of which," she said turning to Meg, who had joined us outside. "How did you gain control of the mining bots? And so quickly?"

Meg's eyes lit up at the question, that familiar spark of enthusiasm she always got when discussing a technical challenge. "Oh, it was actually quite fascinating," she began. "You see, after Shaq came back to warn us about what was happening, Leo and I decided twe needed to do something to help. We couldn’t just sit there while you all got killed.”

“Naturally,” Emerald said.

"We shrank Head Case down again," Leo chimed in, picking up the thread of the explanation. “To fly back to the bridge.”

Meg nodded, her words coming faster now as her excitement grew. "Once we were there, it was just a matter of figuring out the controls. Which, I have to say, was easier than we expected."

"What do you mean?" I asked, intrigued.

"Well," Meg continued, "the language on the interface wasn't alien.”

“What?” Matt blurted.

“I know,” Leo said. “I gave Levi access to to the camera feed of the command station interface for analysis, and what came back was... well, it was essentially like a dialect of English. Different, but the same.”

A stunned silence fell over the group as we processed this information. It was Emerald who finally voiced what we were all thinking. "Wait, wait, wait. Are you saying the aliens who built this thing were human?"

Leo shook his head. “I don’t think so. But I don’t know. I mean, the size difference alone makes that seem impossible. But there's definitely a connection there that we can't explain yet."

"Maybe they weren't always that big," Sonia suggested. "What if they found a way to change their size as needed, like Head Case?”

"Or what if we're the ones who've been shrunk?" Emerald posited, her eyes wide with the possibility. "What if this is all some weird 'Honey, I Shrunk the Kids' situation and we just don't know it?"

Matt laughed, but there was a note of unease in it. "I think we'd have noticed if the entire galaxy had been miniaturized, Em."

"Would we, though?" she pressed. "I mean, everything would be to scale, right? How would we even know?"

“If the carapal's controls are based on a language related to English, it explains how Nevis had been able to operate it so quickly,” I said. “But it also raises a host of new questions. Who were these beings? Where did they come from? And what was their connection to humanity?”

“Interesting questions, for certain,” Lyra said. “But we might never know the answers.”

The sound of scuttling on Head Case’s ramp interrupted the discussion. We turned to see Ixy emerging from Head Case, followed closely by Issa and the two brothers, Gral and Helford. Issa’s wounded arms were in slings, while Helford's chest was wrapped in bandages, visible now that he was out of his armor.

Lyra's demeanor shifted instantly at the sight of her injured team members. Her usual mask of cool indifference slipped, revealing a flicker of genuine concern. "Well," she said, her voice softer than I'd ever heard it, "I'm glad to see you're not dead. Especially since I still need you."

Issa let out a low, rumbling hiss that might have been a laugh.

"It takes more than a few mining bots to keep us down, boss,” Helford said.

"Good," Lyra replied, the hint of a smile playing at her lips. But as quickly as it had appeared, the moment of warmth passed. Her expression hardened once more, calculation replacing concern.

With a barely perceptible nod to Sapphire, Lyra's hand moved to her weapon. In the same instant, Sapphire drew her own sidearm.

"Shaq," Lyra said, her voice carrying a note of warning. “I suggest you remain on Ben’s shoulder.” The sigil ring on her finger glowed faintly, a clear threat.

"Lyra," I said, my voice low and steady, "what are you doing?"

She turned to face me, and I saw something in her eyes that I couldn't quite place. Regret? "I'm sorry," she said, and for once I believed she meant it. "But business is business. I want to thank you for helping capture the carapal. Truly. But I'm afraid it's Family property now."

The words hit me like a physical blow. After everything we'd been through, after fighting side by side, she was still going to betray us. I shouldn't have been surprised, but somehow, I was.

"I'm disappointed in you, Lyra," I said, the words coming out more tired than angry. "I thought... I don't know what I thought. But this isn't right."

"Right and wrong don't factor into it," she replied, her voice hardening. "This is about survival. About power. You of all people should understand that."

I shook my head, frustration building. "Have you given any thought to why the Family wants so much hemolite? What if they're trying to do the same thing Nevis was? Build some kind of super weapon or mobile battle station?"

For a moment, I saw doubt flicker across Lyra's face. But it was gone as quickly as it had appeared. "And if they are?" she asked. "Would that really be so bad? A force powerful enough to maintain order in the Rim?"

"You can't possibly believe that," I said. "You've seen what unchecked power does. The carapal and the hemolite should go back to Atlas.”

Lyra's eyebrow arched skeptically. "So you can use it to build your own Death Star?"

I couldn't help but chuckle at that, despite the tension of the moment. “The Regent would never allow that. You know he doesn't even like that Sigiltech is out in the open. We need to keep it out of the hands of people like Nevis or the Family, who will use it for their own selfish ends.”

“I don’t completely disagree with you,” she admitted. “But I can’t go back to the Family empty-handed. We won’t be paid. I need the hemolite.”

We stared at one another. I sensed the desperation in her eyes. She didn’t fear much, but failing the Family made her nervous. Because of her father, maybe? “Do you need all of the hemolite?” I asked.

She considered the question. “Perhaps not all,” she answered, finally.

“So what if we give you whatever share you think is fair? Can we compromise on that?”

Lyra studied me for a long moment, her eyes searching my face. Finally, she nodded. "Agreed." She holstered her weapon and stepped forward, extending her hand. "You drive a hard bargain, Prime Archon."

I reached out to shake her hand, relief washing over me. But as our palms met, Lyra suddenly pulled me close. Before I could react, her lips were on mine, the kiss fierce and unexpected. It was over almost as quickly as it had begun, leaving me stunned and more than a little confused.

Lyra stepped back, a wicked grin playing across her face. "If you ever want to have some real fun," she said, her voice low and husky, "seek me out again. We could make beautiful chaos together."

I stood there, utterly tongue-tied, as Lyra turned to her team. “Let’s go team,” she called out. "Back to the ship. We've got hemolite to collect."

As Lyra and her crew made their way back to Answer, I remained rooted to the spot, my mind reeling from the sudden turn of events. Matt sidled up next to me, an amused smirk on his face.

"So," he said, nudging me with his elbow. "Beautiful chaos, huh? Figures you would steal my crush.”

I shook my head, trying to clear the fog that seemed to have settled over my thoughts. "Not a word," I muttered.

"Oh, I wouldn't dream of it," Matt replied, his grin widening. "But you might want to wipe that lipstick off before Emerald notices."

I hastily scrubbed at my mouth to clear off the lipstick. We'd won, at least for now. We'd stopped Nevis, secured the alien mining ship, and even managed to forge a tentative alliance with Lyra and her crew.

My gaze drifted subconsciously back to the carapal. What secrets did the vessel hold? Who were the beings that created it? And what would the Family do with the hemolite they were about to acquire?

One thing was certain: our adventures were far from over. I’d gotten a taste of working covert operations for the Empire, and despite my fatigue, I was already hungry for more.

"Alright, Team Hondo," I said, turning back to my crew. "Let's get this oversized bug secured and ready for transport. We’re out of here as soon as Lyra and her team are done collecting their share of hemolite.”

Beautiful chaos indeed. Something told me we hadn't seen the last of Lyra Vareth. And part of me, a part I wasn't entirely comfortable acknowledging, was already looking forward to our next encounter.


CHAPTER 42
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The massive doors to the throne room swung open, and I led Team Hondo into the vast chamber, our footsteps echoing off the polished marble floors. The opulence surrounding us was a stark contrast to the gritty, often dangerous environments we'd encountered in the Outer Rim. It felt almost surreal to be back in the heart of the Empire after our recent adventures.

The scene that greeted us brought an immediate smile to my face. Keep, Mom, and Emperor Hiro were alone in the room, engaged not in matters of state, but in a game of chess. Hiro and Mom were hunched over the board, their faces fixed in concentration, while Keep looked on with amusement.

Keep was the first to notice our arrival, a grin spreading across his face as he straightened up. "Well, well, look what the cat dragged in! Welcome back, kid and company.”

At the sound of Keep's voice, Hiro's head snapped up, his eyes widening with excitement as they landed on our group. “Auntie Emerald!" he cried, abandoning the chess game and sprinting across the room.

Emerald barely had time to brace herself before Hiro launched himself into her arms. She caught him with a laugh, spinning him around. "Hey there, little man! Did you miss me?"

Hiro nodded enthusiastically, his arms wrapped tightly around Emerald's neck. "So much! Did you have lots of adventures? Did you fight any monsters?"

Emerald chuckled, setting Hiro down gently. "Oh, you wouldn't believe the half of it. But let's save those stories for later, okay? I think there's someone else who wants to say hello."

Hiro turned, his eyes landing on me. With another excited cry, he rushed forward, throwing his arms around my waist. "Ben! You're back too! I missed you!”

I ruffled his hair affectionately. "Hey there, Your Majesty. I missed you, too. Have you been keeping everyone in line while I was gone?”

Hiro nodded solemnly. “I’m learning to play chess. Carol's teaching me."

"Is that so?" I glanced at my mother, who was approaching with a warm smile. “Well, you couldn’t have a better teacher.”

“Nope,” Hiro agreed.

Mom laughed, pulling me into a tight hug. "Oh, honey. It's so good to see you." She stepped back, her eyes searching my face. "You look different. Older."

I shrugged, feeling a bit self-conscious. "It's been an eventful couple of months."

"I can only imagine," Mom said, her gaze moving to the rest of the team. She greeted each of them in turn, her warmth and genuine affection evident in every interaction.

As she fussed over the team, Keep approached. "So," he said, his voice low. “I assume that since you’re back, the situation in the Rim is wrapped up?”

I couldn't help but laugh. "You could say that. Not that it was easy. We got a little more than we bargained for." My thoughts turned more to Lyra than the carapal.

Keep raised an eyebrow. "A little more? Why do I get the feeling that's the understatement of the century?"

I took a deep breath, considering how to begin explaining everything we'd been through. Over the next hour, I recounted our adventures in detail, with occasional interjections and clarifications from the rest of the team. I described our encounters with Lyra and her mercenary crew, the battles against the Gilded, and our final confrontation with Nevis. I explained about the carapal and its mysterious origins, and how we’d befriended both Archer and Sonia, who we’d dropped back on Damocles. Sonia had wanted to stay with us, but the Family still owned her, for now. I hoped she would break ties sooner rather than later, but that was so much more easily said than done.

As I spoke, Keep’s expression cycled through a range of emotions— surprise, concern, and more than once, outright surprise. When I mentioned the existence of the giant, possibly human-like aliens who had created the carapal, his eyes widened in amazement.

"Giant humans?" Keep repeated, shaking his head in wonder. "Just when I think I've seen it all, you go and discover something like this.”

"We're not entirely sure they were human," I clarified. "But the fact that their language was somehow related to English... it raises a lot of questions."

Keep nodded thoughtfully. “Sure does, kid. It’s hard to wrap the old noggin’ around. You said you left the carapal in deep space?"

"Yeah," I confirmed. "We figured it was the safest place for now. It's far enough out that it would be difficult for anyone to find, but close enough that we can retrieve it if necessary."

"Good thinking," Keep said. "The last thing we need is that kind of technology falling back into the wrong hands.”

“Speaking of technology, I think we should take David over to see it. It has a power source that makes the Star of Caprum look like a double-A battery in comparison. I were thinking maybe he could reverse engineer it.”

“If anyone can, it’s my David,” Mom said.

“Oh, he’s your David now?” I asked.

“Sheri’s David, but I’m laying claim to what’s left. He’s a great young man, and your sister’s helped polish up his rough spots.”

“He’s a super-genius,” Keep said. “If we can harness that kind of power…badabing badaBOOM!”

“You’ll have to go back to Earth to pick him up,” Mom said.

“That’s not a problem,” I replied.

“I can go grab him in a day or two,” Keep said. “Don’t you worry about it, Benny.” He looked to my team. “You misfits hanging around for a while, or what?”

“Please stay,” Hiro said. “Especially you, Auntie Emerald. I want to hear more stories about your adventures.”

“I think I can stick around for another day or two,” Emerald replied. “But then I need to get back to my son. He’ll be out of school next week and I miss him.”

“Maybe I can go see him with you,” Hiro said.

“Sorry, kiddo,” Keep replied. “We have an Empire to run.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Keep turned back to me, a certain look in his eye that I knew all too well. "You know what? A thought just occurred to me. Now that you're back…”

“The Niflin?” I asked, beating him to the punch.

“Bingo bango, boingo, give the kid a prize! Abso-freakin-lutely the Niflin. What do you say?”

I hesitated, glancing at my team. We'd been through so much, and part of me longed for a break. But another part was already itching for the next adventure.

Matt caught my eye and nodded slightly. Meg and Leo shrugged, willing to go along with anything. Shaq let out a soft, “Mmmhmmm” and Ixy clacked, “Yesss.”

I turned back to Keep, a grin spreading across my face. “Can I borrow Zar for a little longer?”

“Sure thing, Benny, if she’s interested in the job.”

“I’m ready, willing, and able, Your Excellency,” Quasar replied.

“In that case,” I said. “I think we might be up for it.”

Keep clapped his hands together, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Well then, what are you standing around for? You’ve got a galaxy to save…again. Badabing badaboom!”
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