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      As winter drew to a close, the rains came less often, and the skies above Denabria began to clear up. When Jack looked through his therapist’s window, he saw only thin clouds over skyscrapers that glittered in the faint sunlight. The weather would be improving soon. That should have made him feel better, but it didn’t.

      Bracing his hands against the window-frame, Jack leaned forward and peered through the glass. He was nervous. His rational mind knew that therapy was a good thing, but there was some part of him that feared the prospect of revealing his deepest thoughts and anxieties. Confess too much, his inner jerk told him, and he would end up in an asylum. Summer was annoyed. She hated it when he resorted to hyperbole.

      “Agent Hunter?”

      Dr. Holeen was only a misty silhouette as she came through the door behind him: a vaguely human-shaped cloud of fog that looked out of place among the cheery, yellow walls and white furniture of her office. He had never seen her before, and so his mind did not know what colours to apply.

      When he turned around, he saw that the doctor was a short woman with tanned skin, a bob of short, brown hair and thick glasses. “What brings you by this afternoon?”

      He forced a smile, then closed his eyes and bowed his head to her. “Where do I begin?”

      

      Of all the worlds Kayla had visited in her short career, Telorin was the bleakest. The planet was located near the edge of Antauran Space and was home to a munitions depot that supplied their outer colonies. It was also a wasteland.

      Lightning flickered in the ever-present clouds that loomed overhead. She kept thinking that a stray bolt would strike her fighter, but if she kept her altitude low and her shields up, she should be fine. Beneath her, the ground was nothing but barren rock with ridges that rose as much as a hundred feet into the air and pits that were at least twice as deep. Bleakness take her, it was ugly.

      Six dozen Leyrian Pyro-Class fighters flew in a grid along with an equal number of Antauran dread-wings forming a moving wall of aircraft that advanced on the Ragnosian drones who had come to threaten the base.

      Kayla observed the heads-up display on her window.

      The SmartGlass enlarged the image of nearly a hundred small craft with two pointed prongs in front, each one about half the size of her fighter. For the tenth time since launching, she wished that her government had allowed the development of automated weapons.

      The two fleets met in the air.

      A Raggy fighter came straight at Kayla, releasing a stream of green plasma from its prongs. It splashed against the nose of her ship, triggering the shields. Flickering static made it hard to see, but she trusted her instruments.

      When the light died down, she saw that she was on course to ram two more of them who flew side by side and made no effort to avoid a collision. Robots had no instinct for self-preservation.

      She rolled to her left, pointing one wing down at the ground and the other skyward, slipping between the two drones with barely an inch to spare. She leveled off and continued forward, but there was nothing but flickering clouds in her window.

      With a quick tug on her flight-stick, Kayla pitched the fighter one hundred and eighty degrees so that she was flying upside down and backwards. She saw the backside of the retreating bots.

      And she squeezed the trigger.

      Orange plasma erupted from her wings, two bolts of it that converged on the Raggy and blasted it to pieces. She was about to cheer when something pounded the upturned belly of her ship.

      She was pushed toward the ground.

      Frantically clawing at the flight-stick, she performed a snap-roll to properly orient herself. She was still descending and flying backwards. A quick tug on the throttle fixed that. The Pyro’s gravitational drive kicked in.

      She stopped falling and began to rise.

      In the window, she saw that some of those robots had turned around to engage the enemies who had slipped past them. Another drone was coming at her, its prongs glowing with verdant menace.

      A splash of blue hit the robot from above, destroying it before it could fire. Metal debris exploded in all directions, and Kayla flew right through the fireball. She had a brief glimpse of the dread-wing headed in the opposite direction, and she waved to the pilot who had saved her.

      

      The mess hall aboard this little scout ship was a clean, almost sterile place. Bright lights in the ceiling shone down on round, white cables that were polished so well they glistened. Three rectangular windows looked out on the emptiness of space.

      Seated with his feet propped up on the table and crossed at the ankle, Craxis looked out on the darkness and grinned. He had come to appreciate his new features: his strong chin, sharp blue eyes and brown hair with messy, crisscrossing bangs. Not for what they were but for what they could do for him. “Quite remarkable, isn’t it?”

      Valeth stood by one window with her hand against the reinforced glass, seemingly lost in thought. “The ship?” she asked.

      “The war.”

      Gracefully, she turned to face him and smiled at the adoring smile that she reserved just for him. Yes, this one was smitten. He didn’t mind. “I should think, my lord,” she began, “that the Inzari getting their way is anything but remarkable. And you’ve let the mask slip once again.

      “Quite right.” He shut his eyes tight, trembling as he shoved the frustration down into the pit of his stomach. “I mean, ‘Yeah, whatever.” That sounded like something Hunter would say.

      Valeth glided toward him like wind brushing the surface of a lake; all the while, her smile never wavered. “You will learn the role in time.”

      He leaned back in the chair, clamping a hand over his chin and stroking his jawline. “Yes,” he murmured. “I suppose I will. And we have time.”

      “Why this form?” Valeth asked. “Of all those you could choose from…”

      Craxis sat up, blinking at her. “Vengeance, of course.” He rose with a sigh and flowed around the table, approaching her cautiously. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Valeth, but he had come to learn that even the most trusted subordinate could betray him.

      With a feather touch, he tilted her chin up so that he could stare into her large, brown eyes. “He defies me,” Craxis said. “For that, he must suffer.”

      He took a step back and frowned down at the garments that he was forced to wear. Blue jeans and a black T-shirt with the letters AC-DC on it. In over two thousand years of living, he had never felt as foolish as he did right now. “Vengeance is worth a little indignity.”

      “How shall we proceed?”

      “Go to Leyria,” Craxis said. “Isara will have further instructions for you there.”

      “And you, my lord?”

      He answered that with a wolfish grin. “My task will be much more unpleasant.” Gesturing to the table, he summoned the tiny ball of flesh that he had left there. It rolled toward him and leaped up into his hand.

      

      The bright lights in the briefing room hurt Telixa’s eyes. She had gotten very little sleep last night, and the throbbing headache that no amount of painkillers could get rid of drove her to distraction.

      She kept the space neat and functional: no paintings, no plants, nothing that could get in the way. Just a long, rectangular table and four cream-coloured walls. Her officers kept rushing in and out, delivering reports. The slight hiss the door made each time it opened was becoming a nuisance.

      She noted the presence of Admiral Toran Jaal who stood with his arms folded, frowning at nothing in particular. He had come to discuss strategy, for all the good that it would do them.

      Telixa sat with her elbow on the table, her face buried in the palm of one hand. She rubbed her eyes with the tips of her fingers. “You needn’t stay,” she croaked. “I will keep you abreast of any developments.”

      “I have no pressing engagements,” Toran murmured.

      On her right, the double doors parted once again to admit a young ensign with red hair that she wore up in a clip. “The latest reports from the front lines, Admiral,” she said, offering a tablet.

      Telixa took it with a nod of appreciation. As she suspected, the situation was deteriorating. The war was being fought on multiple fronts. Her people attacked targets in Leyrian and Antauran Space while the enemy did the same here. The raid on Telorin had failed, as had similar attacks on Petross Station and Vonare. Meanwhile, three Ragnosian supply depots had fallen. No, the situation was not good.

      As soon as the ensign left – offering some small semblance of privacy – Telixa threw the tablet down on the table. “We’re spread too thin!” she declared. “Those damn SuperGates! They attack targets on one side of our territory, and then two hours later, they hit us on the opposite side! We can’t get enough ships to each battle on time!”

      Turning partway around, Toran looked over his shoulder and narrowed his eyes. “Our space is vast,” he said. “Nearly five thousand lightyears from end to end. We have no way of anticipating which targets they will hit; so, we must spread our forces evenly.”

      “We need more ships.”

      “Perhaps we should pull back our forces from enemy space,” Toran suggested. “Concentrate on defending our own territory.”

      Despite her anger and fear, Telixa found herself smiling. “Ever the pragmatist,” she muttered, shaking her head. “We cannot retreat. If we let this become a defensive war, we’ve already lost.”

      Toran claimed the chair across from her and leaned forward with his hands on the table. “I don’t see that we have any other options,” he said. “Our shipyards are working as fast as they can. They cannot produce battlecruisers out of thin air.”

      Wheeling her chair backwards, Telixa stood up and began to pace alongside the table. “What we need is a victory,” she growled. “Something to motivate our forces. An attack on Leyria, perhaps.”

      “Are you mad?”

      “We entered this war for one reason and one reason only,” she told him. “To destroy the moon that hosts the organisms from which Justice Keepers gain their powers. This piecemeal approach is not working.”

      In a heartbeat, Toran was on his feet again, his face red, his eyes wild. “Leyrius is one of the most heavily defended systems in the galaxy. We would have to commit the bulk of our forces, leaving much of our own territory undefended.”

      “If we continue on this current path, we will lose.”

      “I knew you were aggressive, Telixa,” he mumbled. “But this…”

      She waved away his objection. Not because she was ready to abandon her designs, but there was no sense in arguing when it would only solidify his resolve. Rallying support for an all-out assault on Leyria would require no small amount of effort, and making an enemy out of Toran would transform a difficult task into an impossible one. “Go back to your ship,” she urged him. “We will meet again tomorrow morning. Perhaps a good night’s sleep will allow new ideas to present themselves.”

      She very much doubted it, but there was little that she could squeeze out of her brain in this state of exhaustion. What she wouldn’t give to have the last three months back, to avoid that confrontation in which Slade had injected her with the virus. But there was no going back. This was her life now.

      She ushered Toran out of the room, into a hallway where a man in unrelieved black leaned against the bulkhead. Arin was a tall fellow, slim and lean with dark skin and buzzed hair. He came to attention as soon as he saw her. “Shall I take our guest to the SlipGate, Admiral?”

      Telixa nodded.

      Gesturing to the lift at the end of the hallway, Arin flashed a toothy grin. “If you’ll just follow me, Admiral Jaal,” he said. “We’ll get you back to your ship in time for evening tea.”

      Toran looked nervous – no one liked being alone with her tame Justice Keeper – but he did not protest. In truth, Arin had never been a Justice Keeper. Slade had given him the modified symbiont that allowed him to mimic their powers. Slade had also betrayed him. She and Arin had that much in common.

      The walk back to her quarters with long and draining, but it gave her time to think. She had turned in half a dozen blood samples to half a dozen doctors in the past three months, hoping that someone might devise a way to counter the virus. She had to rely on physicians that she trusted implicitly; if the wrong people found out about her condition, it would mean more than just the end of her career. Life imprisonment would be one of the better options. So far, no one had been able to help her.

      The fury she had felt upon first learning about her condition had died down to a simmering hatred. One day, she would make Grecken Slade pay. One day.

      Her quarters were dark, but she didn’t bother turning on the light. The instant she was alone, she changed out of her uniform and into a black, silk robe. And she waited. Ten minutes later, the door chime rang.

      “Enter.”

      The door opened to reveal Arin as a silhouette against the light that’s building from the hallway. “Admiral Jaal has returned to his ship,” he said. “He sends his regards and looks forward to your meeting tomorrow.”

      “Excellent.”

      Arin stepped into the room, and the door slid shut behind him, allowing her to see his face in the dim light. He was smiling. “Is there any other service that I can provide, Admiral?”

      He found her sitting on the couch with one leg crossed over the other, illuminated only by the candle that burned on her small, glass coffee table. “Yes,” Telixa said. “And you know what it is.”

      He strode across the room, and lifted her off the couch with terrifying ease, kissing her lips with glorious hunger. Goodness, these Justice Keepers were strong! Of course, she already knew that, but knowing something to be true and experiencing it first-hand were two very different things.

      The robe slipped off of her as he carried her to the bedroom.

      

      Several hours later, she was lying in bed with the blankets pulled up to her chest, gasping as she tried to catch her breath. Her face was flushed, and her hair was damp. The sheets were all tangled up.

      Curled up on his side, Arin smiled lovingly at her. She half thought that he might profess some growing affection for her, but the man knew better than to rise above his station. “Shall I remain with you tonight, Admiral?”

      “I think I would like to be alone.”

      That was how she answered every time he asked that question, and he never failed to ask. It was such a polite way of saying, “Get out.” Having him with her as she fell asleep might be pleasant, but the chances of him being seen walking out of her quarters were smaller if he left in the middle of the night.

      It wasn’t that she cared what her crew thought – who she took to her bed was none of their concern – but confidence in her leadership had been shaken after her failure to hold Alios. Any other man would not elicit comment, but most of the crew knew that Arin was Slade’s creature. She did not need them speculating on what a torrid affair with him might mean.

      Arin rose from the bed and began dressing. She took a moment to admire him as he did; his body was sculpted like a statue.

      He left without another word.

      Telixa sighed as her head hit the pillow, closing her eyes and letting her mind drift. She would sleep well tonight. Oh yes, quite well indeed.

      She was in the middle of a very pleasant dream when something roused her. A soft whisper of her name, venom dripping from every syllable.

      Telixa sat up, clutching the blankets to her chest, blinking several times as she tried to get her bearings. “Who’s there?” she demanded. “Show yourself!”

      It was then that she noticed the figure sitting on the foot of her bed. A young man, unless she missed her guess, tall and lean and fit. She frantically pawed at the lamp on her nightstand until the bulb lit up.

      In the soft light, she could see him clearly. He was tall and quite pale. Sharp, blue eyes stared at her as if trying to bore a hole in her skull. “Hello, Telixa.”

      “Jack Hunter,” she spat. “How did you get in here? One would think that after spending so much time in my brig, you wouldn’t be eager to return.”

      Sighing, he stood up, clasped his hands together behind his back, and looked down on her with a wry smile. “Not Jack, my dear,” he said. “I’m afraid you’ll like me even less than you like him.”

      Her face was on fire – the thought of him walking in on her in this state of undress was simply unbearable – but Telixa ignored her chagrin. “Slade,” she growled through clenched teeth. “Your illusions do not amuse. Take on your real form.”

      “Grecken Slade is dead,” he said. “You answer to me now.”

      Telixa arched an eyebrow.

      Chuckling, the stranger – whoever he was – crossed his arms and paced around the foot of her bed. “That’s my girl!” he exclaimed. “I can see the calculations behind those eyes. Sizing up the situation, looking for a tactical advantage.”

      “Who are you?”

      “You may call me Craxis.”

      “And what do you want with me?”

      He spun to face her, and the way he leered made her want to shrink under the covers. “I’ve heard your little war isn’t going so well,” he said. “I’d like to change that.”

      Telixa narrowed her eyes, staring him down. “If that’s true,” she said, nodding. “Then wait in my sitting room, and I will join you momentarily.”

      “Really, Admiral. I thought you would-”

      “Go!”

      He spread his hands and vanished.

      Ignoring her fatigue, Telixa forced herself to get out of bed. She took her time dressing. This Craxis might have control of the virus that Slade had used on her, but she would not come running every time he crooked his finger.

      The words sounded nice in her head, but she knew that all he had to do to make her obey was apply pain at just the right time, in just the right way. Perhaps he would be slower to do so than Slade had been.

      Once she was dressed in a full uniform, complete with polished shoes, she entered the sitting room and found Craxis waiting on the couch. He smiled at the sight of her. “I was beginning to grow impatient.”

      “What do you have to offer?”

      “Those Leyrian weapons that phase right through shields,” he said. “Quite the nuisance, aren’t they? What if I could teach your engineers how to duplicate the technology?”

      Telixa froze.

      It was no small offer. At the moment, her people were barely holding their own against the combined forces of Leyria and Antaur. The scales were not tipped in their favour, but defeat was by no means certain. But with access to one of Leyria’s most potent weapons…

      Every ship in the fleet had standing orders to salvage whatever they could from any enemy craft they destroyed, but there was only so much that engineers could learn from damaged technology. So far, no one had been able to counter the Leyrian EMP rounds.

      “Just one of several gifts I have for you,” Craxis went on. “I have loyal telepaths in key positions among the Antauran military. Accept my offer, and you will know which targets they plan to hit and when.”

      Easing herself into a chair. Telixa never took her eyes off him. What was she to make of this man? Experience had taught her to question anything that seemed too good to be true, and this certainly fit that description. “What do you want in return?” she asked.

      “Follow my orders as you did Slade’s,” Craxis said. “That will be sufficient.”

      Tapping her lips with one finger, Telixa gave herself a moment to think it over. She shook her head slowly. “Why?” she asked. “Why come to our aid?”

      He answered that with a grin and cruel laughter that set her teeth on edge. “It’s simple, Telixa,” he said. “I want you to win.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
PART I


          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      A golden sun dipped below the peaks of snow-capped mountains. The evening sky was a deep blue with stars twinkling faintly: calm and still and cold. But that stillness was soon broken.

      Two bird-like Leyrian cruisers, each as long as a city block, swooped low over a forest of conifers. The wind they kicked up was enough to make trees sway and drop clumps of snow to the ground. They flew toward a Ragnosian installation, a square slab of concrete in the middle of the forest with watchtowers along its perimeter.

      Dipping its nose slightly, the lead cruiser unleashed a raging, orange particle beam that streaked through the air. A flickering force-field popped up to protect the base, and the super-heated plasma diffused along it.

      The Ragnosians were not idle.

      Every watchtower supported a cannon, and those weapons twisted around to target their enemies. Green particle beams swept back and forth over the treetops, slamming into Leyrian ships, and bouncing off of their shields.

      Directly behind the main assault vessels, a mid-sized troop carrier rushed toward the base at a low altitude. It was a sleek aircraft, shaped very much like a spearpoint with twin cannons on either side of its pointed nose. Those cannons released a steady stream of orange plasma pulses, but the barrage was just a distraction.

      A hatch opened in the troop carrier’s belly, and then a metal triangle dropped out, descending to the forest floor. Once it had delivered its payload, the carrier pitched its nose up towards the heavens, but a streak of green ripped right through it, carving the little ship in half.

      Two massive hunks of scorched metal flew right over the base and then crashed into the side of a mountain.

      

      From space, the planet of Vandamar looked peaceful. Thin, white clouds swirled over blue oceans and continents covered in lush, green vegetation. At this distance, there was nothing to indicate that a battle was going on. Anna’s shuttle was parked so far away from the action that the planet was about the size of a large coin in her window. She knew that starships were taking potshots at each other while her people made flybys over the Ragnosian base, but she was too far off to see any of it.

      Worry gnawed at her. It dawned on her that this was the furthest she had ever been from her homeworld. She was literally on the other side of the galaxy, and if anything went wrong – anything – there was a good chance that she would never see Leyria again. Seth’s anxiety echoed her own until it seemed like they were both caught in a feedback loop. She did what she could to comfort the Nassai, but their moment was cut short when an alarm started buzzing.

      Seated in the pilot’s chair with her hands on the control console, Anna peered through the window. “That’s the signal,” she said. “The Gate is in position.”

      She swiveled around.

      Agent Aradeen Vrenara, a tiny, pale woman with a bob of short, black hair, stood at the back of the cockpit. “Guess you’re on your way then,” she said. “Don’t worry. We’ll wait for you.”

      “I appreciate that,” Anna said. “But if things go sideways, you bloody well get out of here, and that’s an order.”

      She got up and strode over to the other woman, clapping a hand on Aradeen’s shoulder. Then she pressed a hand against the palm-scanner, and the cabin door slid open.

      Descending the steps, she found her team assembled and ready to go. Jack, Rajel, Melissa, Keli and Corovin all stood around the square table, all dressed in black from head to toe: pants, boots and thick, winter coats. Well…Except Corovin, who wore hulking, black armour with a blue visor on his helmet.

      Jack looked up to meet her eyes, then nodded curtly. “Good to go when you are, chief,” he said. “Just give the word.”

      Anna shrugged into a thick coat of her own, immediately regretting the way it made her feel as if she were sweltering. She mopped a hand over her face, brushing a strand of hair off her cheek. “Take positions,” she said.

      At her command, they gathered near the SlipGate.

      There were other Keepers in the cabin. Agents Haranel and Bassku stood by the airlock, watching them make the final preparations. “Stay with the reserve fleet,” Anna told them. There were about fifty shuttles parked a good distance away from the battle, ready to leap into action if they were needed. As far as the Ragnosians were concerned, they were backup for the main fleet. Their real purpose was to deliver Anna’s team to the planet’s surface.

      She joined the others by the Gate and turned to face the cockpit door. A soft, whirring sound told her that the Gate was powering up, and then a bubble formed around all six of them, making everything on the outside – the table, the airlock, and the two young men who stood by, watching them depart – a blurry mess.

      The bubble lurched through an endless, dark tunnel, rushing at breakneck speed. Moments later, they arrived at a place that was bathed in the deep shadows of twilight. Anna couldn’t see much; the trees were all patches of darkness that seemed to blend into one another. And then the bubble popped.

      Closing her eyes, Anna nodded once. “All right,” she said, stepping forward. “We’re about half a kilometre north-east of the facility. Quick and quiet. Let’s move.”

      Jack was the first one to trot up a snow-covered hill. He paused at the top, standing between two massive firs with snow on their needles. One glance over his shoulder to signal them to follow, and then he was running down the other side.

      Melissa scrambled up the hill after him. Keli was next, though her ascent was marked by several muttered profanities in her native language. And then Corovin began his climb, lumbering up the slope and nearly losing his footing more than once. That heavy armour didn’t offer much in the way of agility. Anna followed, and Rajel brought up the rear.

      It was a quick trek over uneven ground. Snow crunched under boots, but the sound and fury of the aerial assault would mask any noise. Small, Leyrian fighters rushed past overhead, spitting bolts of plasma from their wings, then breaking off in different directions. One went left, the other right. Flashes of green lit up the night sky as the base’s defenses tried to shoot down enemy craft.

      Running at a quick jog, Anna shook her head. “Too easy,” she muttered under her breath. “Not a good sign.”

      She followed a winding path around thick trees, nimbly avoiding outstretched branches that would scrape her. She quickly overtook Corovin, who was still plodding along and practically crashing through anything that got in his way.

      Keli was down on one knee at the bottom of a gentle slope. The telepath shot a glance back over her shoulder, fixed her gaze upon Corovin and then grunted with disapproval. “Almost as loud as the ships,” she said.

      “He’ll be fine,” Anna assured her.

      Within minutes, the base came into view: a large, square building, surrounded by a chain-link fence with watchtowers on every side. Almost every one of those cannons was firing a particle beam into the upper atmosphere, but – according to Corovin – the base was designed to defend itself from attacks from above. No one lived on this planet. It was just empty wilderness; so, the ground defenses were minimal.

      Anna crouched behind a tall tree with a hand on her holstered pistol, drawing a calming breath through her nose. “What do you see?”

      Jack was squatting beside her and using a pair of binoculars to examine the base. “A few soldiers on the ground level,” he said. “Most are up in the watchtowers.”

      “Where they can pick us off from above.”

      A wry grin was Jack’s response, and then he shook his head. “Hey, you’re the one who signed up for this mission,” he countered. “And you’re the one who talked me into being a Keeper in the first place. Come to think of it, you are directly responsible for every time somebody shot at me. Did I ever thank you for that?”

      Anna stuck her tongue out.

      The thumping footsteps of Corovin announced his presence just before he dropped to his knees behind her. “The fence will be electrified,” he said. “And if it goes off, it will trigger an intruder alert.”

      More fighters raced across the open sky, firing streaks of orange plasma that bounced off the base’s shields. The sudden flash made Anna’s eyes smart. She cursed under her breath and briefly wished that they would stop the air attack. That was no good, though. If they just stopped attacking, the Ragnosians would know something was wrong.

      “Bent Gravity,” Anna said. “We go over quick and quiet.”

      “That won’t work for me,” Corovin whispered.

      “So, what do you suggest?”

      Instead of answering, Corovin pulled a small, metal sphere off his belt and threw it with a growl. It landed at the base of the fence, releasing an electromagnetic pulse that expanded out in all directions. Sparks erupted from the fence posts.

      Corovin was on his feet in a second, striding toward the base with a nano-blade extending from his right gauntlet. “We go through.” He sliced a hole in the fence, a gap big enough for two men.

      “Intruders!” someone shouted.

      Wincing, Anna slapped a palm against her forehead. “So much for subtlety,” she hissed. “All right, let’s…”

      She became aware of six Ragnosian soldiers running toward them from the main building. Each man carried an assault rifle, and though their armour wasn’t nearly as advanced as Corovin’s, it would stop everything short of a high-impact round.

      “Keli,” Anna said. “Try to-”

      Corovin threw another grenade, and it landed among the group of soldiers. They had half a second to cry out before an explosion hurled them all into the air like toys kicked by an angry child.

      Grinding her teeth, Anna seethed with barely-restrained fury. Her face was on fire, and beads of sweat rolled over her forehead. “Bleakness, take that man!” She ran to him, loping over the ground like a ghost on the wind.

      Melissa got there first, and even in the dim light, Anna could tell that the young woman wanted to peel strips off Corovin’s hide. “Six people!” she spat. “You just killed six people! We could have stunned them!”

      Corovin spared her a dismissive glance and then started toward the base. “This is war, Agent Carlson,” he said. “If you won’t kill the enemy, you may as well lie down and let them kill you.”

      “I don’t care-”

      Anna strode forward, putting herself in front of the man, and looked up into his eyes. “This is not just a tactical op,” she said. “This is a rescue mission. According to you, there are several dozen prisoners in there.”

      She saw herself reflected in Corovin’s visor. The man shook his head. “All expendable,” he insisted. “Death is preferable to what they will experience without our aid. Destroy the base by the most efficient means possible.”

      “I’ll make that call if I have to,” she barked. “And you will conform to the mission parameters that I’ve given you, which – for anyone who’s wondering – are the same as they have always been. Stun enemies wherever possible, otherwise do what you have to.”

      Spatial Awareness alerted her to motion on one of the nearby watchtowers. It seemed that pausing to philosophize had cost them precious seconds. A man on the tower aimed his rifle over the railing.

      More were coming from the main building.

      Drawing her pistol in a flash, Anna raised the weapon and squinted as she took aim. She fired once, twice, three times.

      Bullets pounded the oncoming group of soldiers, bouncing off body armour and causing the men in front to fall back against their comrades. The others broke formation, running this way and that.

      The guy on the tower pivoted to aim at her.

      Anna threw herself sideways, rolling through the snow. She came up behind a tree with the pistol in both hands.

      Bullets hit the ground where she had been, kicking up rocks and twigs and the like. Melissa dove for cover, but Corovin made no attempt to protect himself. He just strode forward and let a personal force-field absorb each shot.

      The towers were less than three stories high, but that height coupled with the sixty-two metres between her and them made using stun-rounds inadvisable. Non-lethal bullets traveled at a lower velocity. A stun-round might fall short of its target when it had to fight against gravity over long distances. She set her weapon for standard ammunition

      Anna popped out into the open.

      A man at the base of the tower noticed her.

      She fired first, and her shot went through his thigh with a spray of blood. The poor fellow yelped, clapping a hand over the wound and then falling flat on his face. He was writhing in pain on the ground. Stun-rounds or no stun-rounds, she would avoid lethal force if she could.

      The man on the tower heard the noise and swung his rifle around to target her. He seemed to be fixated on Anna specifically now. A bullet went through his visor, and he dropped out of sight.

      Anna looked to her right.

      Rajel was taking cover behind the next tree over, aiming around the trunk. He met her eyes and then nodded.

      Several of Corovin’s automated drones were hovering over the group of Ragnosian soldiers, spitting ammunition. The soldiers were firing back at their attackers, but it did little good. The drones were just too fast.

      

      Snarling as he ran into the open, Jack broke into a sprint. He was like a leopard on the hunt, so fast he closed the distance to the fence in less than five seconds. By instinct, he called upon Summer and twisted gravity.

      He launched himself into the air, rising over the fence and flying toward one of the towers. Two men stood atop it, both firing down at his allies. One looked up in time to see him coming.

      But not in time to act.

      Jack kicked the soldier’s helmet with enough force to shatter the visor, sending the man backward into the side of the plasma cannon that was still pointed skyward. There was no scream; the poor guy just fell over, unconscious or dead. Jack couldn’t tell which. He landed on the tower top, spinning to face his next opponent.

      The second soldier was bent over the railing and firing down at the people below, but he flinched at the sound of boots hitting metal. In an instant, he was whirling around and trying to point his gun at Jack’s head.

      Jack brought one hand up to strike the rifle’s barrel, knocking it askew before the weapon went off. Bullets flew uselessly into the air. With a growl, Jack delivered a punch to the other man’s visor, stunning him.

      He spun for a back-kick, driving a foot into the soldier’s chest. His enemy fell back against the railing, losing his grip on his weapon. By the sound of his wheezing, he was probably coping with the pain of a broken rib.

      “Sorry, friend,” Jack said.

      He drew his sidearm, set it for stun-rounds and fired a quick, clean shot into the other man’s leg. Electric current surged through the Ragnosian’s body, bringing with it a fit of convulsions right before it plunged him into the depths of unconsciousness.

      Jack did nothing to suppress the satisfaction welling up within him. Not for his victory here but for his choice to show mercy. Corovin could say what he wanted, but Jack Hunter would not kill if he had any other option. Unfortunately…

      Dropping to a crouch, Jack retrieved the fallen an assault rifle. He shut his eyes, trembling as he drew in a breath. “God damn you, Slade…” Sooner or later, he would make that bastard pay for starting this war.

      He approached the railing with the rifle at the ready, peering cautiously over it. There was nothing but snow-covered concrete beneath him, but he heard the shouts of men and women who found themselves in a battle that they had not expected. It didn’t take long to realize that they were using the base of the tower as cover.

      More were coming out from the main building, a group of ten or twelve that came rushing toward the fence. Peering through the scope, Jack settled the crosshairs on the leg of one man in front. He fired.

      That guy went down when a bullet pierced his shin, falling flat on his face. The next one in line stumbled over him, and Jack put a round through that man’s upper arm. The others began to scatter, some moving left, others right, but all aiming their weapons up at the tower.

      Jack fell over sideways, grunting when his shoulder hit the metal floor. A storm of ammunition flew over the railing, but none of it hit him. Some of it dinged off the plasma cannon, however, and he had a brief vision of himself dying in a massive, green fireball. Thank god the damn thing was reinforced. Nevertheless, it was time to be gone.

      

      Melissa could see her breath every time she exhaled. With a few quick strides, she scrambled up the snowy slope to the base of the damaged fence. And then she leaped, propelling herself into the air with Bent Gravity.

      She sailed gracefully over the barrier and dropped to land crouched on the other side with her head bowed. Spatial Awareness painted a world in her mind, a world more vivid than anything her eyes could create, even if it did lack colour.

      An open expanse of concrete stretched all the way to the facility’s main building. A line of men and women in gray was spreading out in front of the structure, each one firing up at the tower that Jack had just conquered. They were too far off for stun-rounds. Corovin’s lecture was suddenly in her head. Melissa hesitated. None of those soldiers had noticed her. They were all focused on the tower.

      The plasma cannon was still releasing pulses of green into the air, targeting any Leyrian ships that flew by. There were fewer of those now. They knew that Anna and her people were down here. Any assault on the base from above might kill the strike team. Knowing Jack, he would probably try to commandeer that cannon and point it at the other towers. And since this wasn’t a movie, the plan would fail. Weapons like that were bound to have security systems. She-

      Suddenly, two dark figures came out of a door in the tower’s base. Both women, both carrying fully-loaded assault rifles. One pointed at Melissa, and an instant later, they both had their rifles up.

      Melissa flung herself into a dive, somersaulting through the snow and grabbing two fistfuls of it in gloved hands. Bullets raced past above her.

      She came up in a crouch and threw her two snowballs with a touch of Bent Gravity, watching as each one splattered against a Ragnosian woman’s visor. Now, her opponents were blind.

      Both women stumbled, their rifles dipping as they tried to regain their balance. One of them fired a few rounds into the snow before she thought to release the trigger. That gave Melissa the few seconds she needed.

      She got up and ran for them.

      When she was almost within arm’s reach, she saw one of the women wiping slush off her helmet with a frantic hand. That one squeaked when she noticed just how close Melissa had gotten in such a short time. God bless her Justice Keeper speed.

      Melissa jumped.

      She kicked the one on her left, then spun in the air and lashed out with a back-kick. The bottom of her shoe struck the woman on her right, throwing that lady to the ground. They were both down and groaning.

      Landing with a hiss, Melissa quickly drew her pistol. It was already set for stun-rounds. She pointed the gun at one woman, fired a single shot, then adjusted her aim and fired again. Both of them were convulsing and crying out in pain.

      

      Keli walked through the battlefield as a ghost, unseen by her enemies. She used their minds to paint a picture of her surroundings. Three towers on each side of the main building. Her friends had brought down the middle tower on the east side, but there were still hostiles behind the other two. Idly, she snorted at the realization that she had thought the word “hostiles.” Too much time among these Justice Keepers.

      Like the child that she was, Melissa was out in the open and fussing over the bodies of two women that she had just incapacitated. Keli ignored her. There was work to be done. She shifted herself, directing her astral form to float over the bodies of the three men behind the north-east tower. One of those poor rubes had a rocket launcher.

      Hovering over him with a sinister smile, Keli stretched out her spectral hand. Scorpions appeared all over that man’s body, and he shrieked, dropping his weapon so that he could brush them away. No matter what he did, more appeared.

      The other two looked at him, unable to see what he saw. She put spiders on one of them and snakes on the other, and soon, all three were screaming. Bullets stung them a few seconds later, delivering a shock that knocked them out.

      She sensed Rajel standing a short distance away with his pistol in hand. He smiled and then nodded as if he could feel Keli floating there. Perhaps he could. Or perhaps he had simply deduced that if he found his enemies babbling and pawing at themselves for no reason, a telepath was the likely culprit.

      She shifted to the south-east tower. There was no need to traverse the intervening space. She was just there in an instant, floating over the man and woman who cowered behind it. The man had a radio clutched in one hand, and he spoke slowly in a language that she didn’t understand. Keli could use his thoughts to translate, but why bother? He was obviously calling for help.

      With a wave of her ghostly hand, Keli conjured an image for both Ragnosians. Three other keepers leaping over the fence on the south side of the building, doing more of those elaborate flips and aerial somersaults, firing well-placed shots at the apex of every jump. Her three phantoms landed and began running through the snow toward the main building’s south entrance. She was careful enough to counter the sounds of snow beneath boots as well.

      The two Ragnosians hoisted up their weapons and began firing at her ghostly raiding party. Not one of those shots hit flesh, but while that might have indicated something amiss under other circumstances, in this case, the Ragnosians just assumed that the Keepers were doing what Keepers always did. Keli added to the illusion by having one of the apparitions twist around to face the two soldiers.

      The phantom Keeper raised an outstretched hand, and Keli made it appear as if he were standing in the shimmer of heat rising off the pavement. She toyed with the idea of sending illusionary bullets back toward the two soldiers, but that would require her to project more images into their minds, images of bullet holes in the side of the tower. And then she would have to maintain that illusion while these two warned their superiors that a second raiding party was attacking from the south. So, instead, she had the bullets curve up toward the heavens.

      Her plan worked. Within seconds, the dolt in front of her began shouting orders into his radio. Touching his mind with the gentlest caress – just enough to let her sense his intentions without alerting him to her presence – she verified that he was indeed sending the base’s security personnel on a false trail.

      

      Sweating and gasping, Anna scrubbed the back of one hand across her brow. “They’re on the run,” she said, striding forward. “Now’s our chance.”

      Gray-clad men and women scrambled in different directions, some running for the remaining towers, others headed back toward the main building. And some were shooting at absolutely nothing. Keli’s work, she suspected.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Anna growled.

      The sound of snow crunching behind her got her attention, and she focused on Spatial Awareness. Keli was running to catch up. The telepath had been hiding in the trees – the best place for her, really – and since she lacked a Keeper’s stamina, the long sprint left her winded.

      Staggering to a stop next to Anna, Keli bent over with her hands on her knees. “I’ve sent them on a wild duck chase,” she panted. Her momentary grimace suggested that she was trying to remember that strange bit of Earth slang, and she was aware that she had gotten it wrong. “They’ll be chasing phantoms for the next ten minutes.”

      Anna nodded.

      Melissa joined them on her left and Rajel on her right. “We still have to deal with the interior defenses,” the girl said. “It won’t be easy.”

      Jack was the last one to join their little group, coming up from behind and glancing over his shoulder as if he thought there still might be trouble back there. “Well, Operation Cyborg Smash has been a resounding success so far.” His eyes fell upon a man who was lying face-down in the snow and moaning. If Anna knew her boyfriend, he was feeling guilty about having put that man down.

      Corovin was up by the door with his rifle in hand, firing at several of the soldiers who were chasing Keli’s phantoms. His high-impact round went through one woman’s body armour, and she collapsed.

      “Let them go,” Anna ordered. “Don’t draw their attention to us.”

      Corovin’s head whipped around, and for a moment, he watched her through the blue visor. She half expected some form of protest, but the man only nodded. “This facility produces ziarogati,” he said. “I’ve been here before; so, believe me when I say that the security measures we will face are formidable. Every one of them we kill now is one less that can shoot at us later. Now, let’s go plant the bomb and get out of here.”

      Pursing her lips, Anna looked up to meet his eyes. She blinked once. “This is a rescue mission,” she said. “You get that, right?”

      “I don’t see the relevance.”

      “Ziarogati are made from humans,” she explained. “So, if this place is in full production, it means there are people being held captive here. I signed onto this mission with the specific intention of getting them out. I won’t leave them to die.”

      “You would jeopardize a major victory for a few dozen prisoners?”

      Anna studied him for a very long moment, then squinted and shook her head. “Victory is meaningless if it comes at the cost of innocent lives.” He raised a hand to argue, but she cut him off. “We’ve got work to do.”

      A large, metal door blocked their way into the facility. At a nod from her, Corovin stepped up to it, muttering the whole time. He planted a circular device on the door and then retreated a few steps. “Stay back.”

      The EMP went off with a shower of sparks. Nearby lights exploded, leaving the immediate area in darkness. That still left the door intact, but it should have been enough to take care of any automated defenses. “Rajel,” Anna said. By her count, he had used no Bendings, and neither had she.

      They both pressed their palms against the door, working together to twist space-time and apply a force of five standard gravities. The effort left her with a mild tingle in her skin. Metal groaned as the door ripped free of its mountings, flew several metres into the building and then landed on the floor with a heavy CLANK!

      “Let’s go,” Anna said.
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      On the other side of the door, a long white-walled hallway stretched on for maybe a hundred paces before ending at an intersection with a crossing corridor. There was no one in sight, no guards, no personnel.

      Closing her eyes, Anna nodded once. “All right,” she said. “We do this quick and clean. Corovin, go to work.”

      The assassin stepped forward, thrusting his hand through the opening, directing his multi-tool to scan the area. Red lines appeared on the walls, holograms to indicate the positions of power conduits. Corovin took a small, triangular object from his belt and pressed a button on its surface.

      He threw it into the hallway, and the triangle immediately clamped onto the wall, drilling down through it. “Stand clear,” Corovin said gruffly. The others did as they were ordered, taking up positions on either side of the door.

      A moment later, Anna heard the roar of an explosion and smelled the acrid stench of burnt circuitry. Well, that should take care of some of the base’s security systems.

      Anna wrinkled her nose at the foul smell. “Our primary objective is the prisoners,” she said. “Jack, you’re with me. The rest of you spread out, make trouble.”

      “Recommend against that,” Corovin said.

      Anna raised an eyebrow.

      The man stood in the ruddy light that spilled out through the opening, studying her for a long moment. “There are only two things of value on this base,” Corovin said. “The ziarogati and the equipment to make them. Both will be in the same place.”

      He shook his head slowly, and Anna had the distinct impression that he was scowling. “Our enemies aren’t stupid,” Corovin went on. “They won’t chase us aimlessly through the facility. They’ll concentrate their troops on the one and only thing that they have to defend. You and Jack will find yourselves outnumbered thirty to one.”

      Keli snorted and cast a disdainful glare toward the armoured man. “They seemed perfectly willing to chase the phantoms that I created.” One look at her, and you could tell that she didn’t entirely trust Corovin. But then Keli rarely trusted anyone.

      “Yes,” Corovin replied. “And now that you’ve convinced them that there are multiple teams attacking from multiple vectors, they’ll realize that they should concentrate their efforts on the ziarogati.”

      “What’s your recommendation?” Anna asked.

      “You’ve already heard it,” Corovin said. “Get in as quickly as possible, destroy the lab and leave. The prisoners you so ache to liberate are a secondary objective at best.”

      Anna stood by the wall with her arms crossed, hissing air through her teeth. “Of course,” she muttered. “Why should I have expected anything else?”

      “Leyrians…”

      After fifteen minutes in the freezing cold, the temperature change when they went inside almost felt like walking into a furnace. Red emergency lights kept the darkness at bay, but other than that, there was no power in this section of the building.

      Anna strode forward with her pistol clutched in both hands, its barrel pointed down at the floor. “Eyes sharp,” she told the others. “Watch the periph.”

      Melissa was right beside her, moving cautiously through the hellish light. The girl was breathing hard. “If we do free the prisoners…” she began. “How are we going to escort several dozen unarmed people back to the SlipGate?”

      “Trying would be foolish,” Corovin said.

      “Cut the chatter,” Anna snapped. “Both of you.”

      When they reached the intersection, they found a new hallway that ran both left and right with doors at even intervals. It was still dark, but Anna didn’t need her eyes to know that there was no one else nearby.

      Corovin touched a gloved finger to the side of his helmet. “Performing an acoustic scan,” he declared. “Nothing.”

      “Which way?” Anna muttered.

      “Right.”

      They encountered no resistance on their trek through the second corridor. It seemed to go on for quite some time with only those ghastly, red bulbs for light. After a few minutes, they came to another junction where another hallway branched off to their left. But it was the big, metal door that caught Anna’s attention. If the plans she had studied were correct, it would lead to a stairwell that would take them to the basement.

      Shouldering her out of the way, Corovin approached the door and scanned it with his visor. “There are active circuits here,” he informed them. “You try to open it, and it will trigger the security systems.”

      Anna felt her mouth tighten, then shut her eyes and drew in a deep breath. “Keli,” she said. “Are there any hostiles nearby?”

      The telepath wore a vacant expression as if she were lost in thought. Anna had to suppress the urge to laugh. A telepath lost in thought: there was a great pun in there somewhere. “There are several dozen people still in this building,” Keli said. “Most of them are beneath us, but I can’t get an exact location.”

      “As I told you,” Corovin said. “They will be focused on defending the lab where the ziarogati are made.”

      “All right,” Anna hissed. “Let’s-”

      Corovin cut her off by thrusting an arm out in front of her, urging her to back up. His head was cocked as if he were listening to something. “I’m afraid we’re about to have company.”

      “I don’t hear-”

      A strange buzzing sound filled the air.

      Anna threw herself sideways, slamming her shoulder into the wall and backing up. She raised her pistol in both hands.

      Leaning against the opposite wall, Corovin had his rifle hoisted up. No doubt he was coordinating his visor feed with the gun’s scope.

      Two small, disk-shaped devices flew into sight, each with a circular aperture on its rim. In less than half a second, they acquired targets and began spitting ammunition.

      “EMP!” Anna shouted.

      The LEDs on her gun lit up. She fired three times, releasing a volley of glowing bullets that struck one of the disks with a flash of sparks. The drone fell to the floor, smoke rising from its ruined frame.

      Spatial awareness let her watch Corovin as he pelted the other one with several rounds from his rifle. That one went down as well.

      “Is everyone all right?” Anna asked.

      “We’re fine,” Rajel growled.

      Only then did she realize that she had felt a warping sensation that could only have been a Bending. Those first few shots had not been aimed at Anna but at the others who were behind her. Rajel had deflected them.

      Corovin was leaning against the wall and panting, each rasping breath amplified by the speaker that projected his voice. “More coming,” he said.

      The assassin backed up, extending his left arm to point his fist into the intersection. “Multi-tool active!” he barked. “Program Fourteen!”

      The disk on his gauntlet released a swarm of nanobots that latched onto the wall of the neighbouring corridor. Once again, she heard a sharp, electric buzz. I hope he knows what he’s doing.

      This time, when two more drones came into view, they immediately turned around and began firing at the wall. At the nanobots.

      “Now!” Anna yelled.

      A storm of white tracers hit the drones from behind, pounding them until they fell to land atop their battered companions. By the time they were finished, the place stank like the electronics lab in Anna’s old high school. Teenage boys and delicate circuitry were not a good mix.

      Scorched plastic cluttered up the floor, requiring them to step carefully over burnt fragments. Kicking one thrown out of his path, Corovin approached the door. He began scanning the lock with his multi-tool. “I can fashion a key,” he said. “But there are other security systems.”

      Jack stood in the middle of the hallway with his pistol pointed down at the floor, his eyes fastened hard onto the other man’s back. “Weaponized nanobots,” he said, eyebrows rising. “Haven’t seen those since…”

      “Ben,” Anna whispered.

      Glancing back over his shoulder, Corovin let out a grunt of approval. “Yes, I studied some of Agent Loranai’s schematics,” he replied. “The man was quite clever. I would have liked to have met him.”

      A moment later, Corovin took a step back, and more nanobots emerged from his multi-tool, crawling over his hand, onto the lock and into the keyhole. There was a brief spark, and then he pushed the door open, exposing a well-lit stairwell. “Shall we go?”

      Down the stairs, they went, and when they reached the second basement, Corovin had to fiddle with the lock again. They found an intersection that was just like the one they had seen above – one path going straight ahead, the other branching off to the right – except that lights in the ceiling illuminated white walls and pristine floor tiles.

      “The prisoners,” Anna said. “Which way?”

      Corovin pointed to his right. “The ziarogati lab is that way.”

      “And the prisoners?”

      “Nearby, I’m sure.”

      Anna was about to step out into the open when the sound of footsteps made her hesitate. Not just one set. That much thunder could only mean an entire platoon. She peeked around the corner.

      Sure enough, twenty men in gray uniforms were charging through the corridor. Those in front halted when they saw her and raised their rifles.

      Anna slipped back into the stairwell.

      Bullets whistled past her, striking the wall on her left, kicking up flakes of some material that was almost but not quite duroplastic. Some of those men were shouting. Their blood was hot.

      “Keli,” Anna breathed.

      The telepath closed her eyes and focused. Seconds later, Anna heard the buzz of gunfire, and several men cried out in shock. When she ventured a glance, she saw that one man in the back had begun shooting his comrades.

      Those in front now had their backs to her. They were returning fire, furious at this sudden betrayal.

      Setting her pistol for stun-rounds, Anna aimed around the corner. She fired a shot into the leg of one man who was backing up toward her. Electric current went through his body, and he collapsed to the floor.

      Anna threw herself forward, somersaulting across the intersection. She came up on the other side and ducked out of sight.

      Pressing her body up against the wall, Anna took aim once again. It was pandemonium in the adjoining hallway as Ragnosian men shot each other. She suspected that Keli didn’t even have to keep them fighting. At this point, it didn’t matter who had started it; every man in that group thought the others had gone insane. Anna put down two more with well-placed stun-rounds.

      Melissa was the next one out of the stairwell. Like Anna, she stayed low to avoid gunfire and rolled across the tiles. When she was clear, Jack and Rajel emerged, standing side by side and working together to erect a Bending that sent stray bullets up into the ceiling. Keli and Corovin used the opportunity to scoot across.

      When they were all safe, Anna took a moment to assess the situation. “We have to get past that lot to free the prisoners,” she said. “Any suggestions?”

      Bent forward with a hand on her stomach, Keli had her butt pressed against the wall. Her face was drenched in sweat. “It’s worse than you know,” she panted. “There’s another group coming around the other side. We’ll be trapped between them.”

      Shutting her eyes tight, Anna banged the back of her head on the wall. “When it rains, it pours,” she muttered. “Okay, let’s-”

      She noticed that the sound of gunfire had stopped.

      Two grenades flew out of the adjoining hallway, landing in the intersection.

      “Get behind me!”

      Anna and Jack stood together, both tapping the portable force-field generators on their vests. Two flickering screens of static appeared just before the grenades went off with a devastating roar. The explosion splashed up against the energy barrier and then dissipated.

      When it was over, she saw that the walls and floor were no longer white. Instead, they had been scorched black, and smoke rose from the rubble. At least no one had been hurt.

      Sighing, Anna looked down at herself. “Well, this is useless,” she said, tapping her force-field generator. “Until we can recharge it.”

      Keli was wincing, fat droplets of sweat rolling over her forehead. She looked as if she had just run a marathon. “Something is changing,” she croaked. “A moment ago, there were soldiers converging on this place, but now they’re all retreating.”

      “Makes sense,” Jack said. “They’re probably afraid you’ll turn them against each other again.”

      “They don’t know the limits of your abilities,” Anna muttered. “We can use that to our advantage.”

      Keli stood up straight, breathing deeply, and then scrubbed a hand over her face. “A good thing too,” she said. “I can’t keep this up much longer.”

      Rajel was leaning against the wall, his mouth compressed into a tight frown. “You get tired?” he asked. “I didn’t know the simple act of thinking at people for an extended period could wear you out.”

      “You know nothing!” Keli snapped. “Right now, my body is producing acetylcholine at a vastly accelerated rate. I cannot employ this level of neurological activity for so long without rest.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Rajel mumbled.

      Twisting around to face him, Keli gave him a stare that called him an idiot. And rightly so! Sometimes, that guy had to learn when to keep his mouth shut. “Telepaths are not eager to broadcast their weaknesses to the entire galaxy.”

      “Let’s go,” Anna said.

      Smoke burned her throat as they maneuvered through the scorched intersection and into the other hallway. There were bodies strewn about the floor here; she counted nine of them, some stunned, others lying in pools of their own blood. The sight of it tied her guts up in knots. Well, at least she could still feel. She feared the day when the sight of death didn’t upset her.

      One by one, they carefully stepped over the corpses. Once clear, Anna saw that this hallway went on for quite some distance with crossing corridors on her left and her right. She noted gray doors in both walls, all shut tight and locked.

      “We-” Anna began.

      She cut off when her ears picked up a strange clicking sound. Like tiny, metal feet tapping on the floor tiles. No…Not metal. Metal often produced a slight ring. This was more like plastic.

      In her mind, she sensed Melissa’s silhouette. The girl had her pistol gripped tightly in one hand. “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Dropping to one knee, Corovin hoisted up his rifle and pointed it forward. “Trouble,” he growled. “Stay back.”

      A four-legged spider emerged from one of the crossing corridors, skittering into the open. It was about the size of a small dog and made entirely of white plastic with flexible, metal joints. The damn thing had a single, circular aperture where its eyes should be.

      It leaped sideways, landing on the wall to her left and scrambling along it. Before it took even two steps, three more just like it arrived.

      Calling on Seth, Anna put up a Time Bubble. A simple sphere around her body, big enough to encompass her and Corovin. She raised her pistol and set it for EMP rounds. The LEDs changed from blue to white.

      Beyond the shimmering curtain, the first spider had already released several rounds of ammunition. They were coming for Anna, inching their way toward the edge of her bubble. Panic flared up when she saw them. Normally, she would just get out of the way, but she had four people behind her. And she had only seconds to decide a course of action. Her skin was already starting to tingle.

      With quick, machine-like precision, she and Corovin fired, and glowing bullets appeared beyond the confines of her bubble. Together, they targeted each of the spiders. But what to do about the bullets that were coming her way?

      “I’ve got it,” Corovin said, shoving her aside and taking her place in the line of fire. “They’re standard pistol rounds. My armour can handle it.”

      She let the bubble collapse.

      Bullets bounced off Corovin’s chest.

      White tracers pounded the spiders and sent sparks flashing over their plastic bodies. One by one, they fell to the floor with a final crackle, smoke rising from the ruined circuitry.

      A wave of dizziness hit Anna, and she fell against the wall. She brushed damp hair out of her face. “Hoo boy,” she mumbled. “Can’t do that again.”

      The prickle in her skin wasn’t exactly painful, but it was close. Between this and the effort of knocking down the door, she had pushed Seth harder than she would have liked. She would have to use her powers cautiously from here on out.

      Anna straightened, clearing her throat and then nodding to the others. “I’m okay,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      Not five seconds later, she heard the clicking sound again. More spiders on the way. “I can’t make another Time Bubble,” she informed the group. “And the rest of you have pushed yourself just as hard. We’re going to need a new strategy.”

      Without one word of explanation, Corovin stepped forward and unclipped a small, spherical grenade from his belt. He pulled the pin and then tossed it, watching as it rolled along the floor. “Get back!”

      Four spiders came rushing into view.

      The grenade exploded before they could line up shots, hurling bits of charred plastic into the air. Two of them leaped to escape the blast, turned upside-down and landed on the ceiling. They scampered along it, shooting at Anna and her team.

      Reacting by instinct, Anna flattened herself against the wall.

      The others had done the same, leaving an open space in the middle of the corridor.

      Jack ran through that open space, dropped to his knees and slid along the tiles. He raised a pistol in one hand, firing a single charged bullet that struck one spider right in its central aperture. The little bastard fell to the floor.

      The other one adjusted its aim, targeting Jack.

      Thrusting one hand out, he crafted a Bending that made the air ripple. A bullet came down on him from above, looped around and sped back toward the spider that had loosed it. The little robot jumped out of the way.

      Twisting in midair, it clamped onto the wall and rotated its round torso to point the aperture at Anna. She tried to get her gun up, but tired muscles didn’t respond quickly enough. Oh, not again!

      A streak of white light hit the spider before it could fire, sparks flickering over its body. It fell off the wall with a loud crash, plastic legs writhing for several seconds before it went still.

      When Anna looked around, she saw that Rajel had his gun pointed at the little beast. “And stay down,” he snarled.

      Melissa kept patting herself as if to make sure that she was still in one piece. She hissed and then shook her head in disgust. “Well, that’s done then,” she muttered. “Was anyone hit?”

      Keli was hunched over with a hand on her chest. Her face was red, and tears leaked from her eyes. “That first one got me,” she whimpered.

      “Bleakness take me!” Anna swore.

      “I’m fine,” Keli rasped. She nudged a flattened bullet with her shoe, sliding it across the tiles. “Damn thing bounced off my vest. Why didn’t anybody tell me that getting shot would hurt so much?”

      Her sad attempt at a smile told Anna that the last bit was supposed to be a joke. But even so, Anna couldn’t resist the urge to throw her arms around the other woman. Keli squeaked. “Bruised ribs! Bruised ribs!”

      “Sorry!” Anna yelped, letting her go.

      “It’s all right,” Keli mumbled. “I’m fond of you too.”

      “I hate to interrupt this tender moment,” Corovin barked. “But perhaps we could get on with it. I am running out of gadgets; the telepath is of no use to us now, and every one of you Keepers has pushed yourself too hard.”

      “Not until we free the prisoners,” Anna insisted.

      “Very well.” He pointed to the end of the corridor. “The lab area is behind that door. The last time I was here, they were keeping their subjects in detention cells nearby. Follow me.”

      They followed the corridor to its very end where it intersected with another hallway. A metal door with a palm scanner blocked their path. Corovin sighed softly. “Lenai,” he said. “I need you.”

      When she stepped forward, he took her hand roughly and scanned it with his multi-tool. “Yes,” he muttered as if speaking to himself. “This will do.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Corovin was tapping commands into the touchscreen on his gauntlet. He spared her a momentary glance and then went back to what he was doing. “When I worked for Telixa Ethran,” he began, “I was savvy enough to download a copy of her biometric ID. Fingerprints, retinal scan: it’s all here.”

      “I wonder,” Anna said, raising an eyebrow. “Were you planning to do the same to me?”

      “Judge me if you want,” he grumbled. “A mercenary has no allies, only clients. Clients who might decide to turn on him at a moment’s notice. That being the case, it behooves me to plan for certain…contingencies. Your hands are about the same size as Telixa’s, which makes you the perfect subject for this experiment.”

      Keli had one shoulder propped against the wall. Her painful grimace made Anna worry. Would she be able to make it through this final phase of the mission? “Whatever you are planning,” Keli muttered. “I should warn you there are people behind that door. And they’re prepared for a fight.”

      “How many?” Rajel asked.

      “Five, maybe six. There are at least thirty minds in that section of the building, all feeling a mix of apprehension and anger and resignation. I can tell that some are directly hostile to us, but it’s hard to say exactly how many.”

      Jack laid a hand on her shoulder, and Keli turned her head to look at him. “The others,” he said. “Are they the prisoners?”

      She nodded.

      “Then let’s get this over with,” Anna growled.

      Corovin took her hand without permission, holding it over his multi-tool. The disk on his forearm sprayed nanobots onto her palm and fingers. Once they were in place, they settled into a pattern of wrinkles and fine lines. Telixa’s handprint.

      Jack and Rajel took position on either side of the door, each man holding his pistol at the ready. The others ducked out of sight.

      Anna pressed her hand to the scanner, holding her breath as a bright, blue line went up and down on the screen. The instant the door began to slide open, she jumped out of the way.

      Voices cried out from the other side.

      Jack and Rajel aimed around the corner, firing into the room. She heard shouts and the distinct thump of bodies hitting the floor. Bullets rushed through the opening, across the intersection and into the long hallway that led back to the stairwell.

      Jack had his back against the wall, breathing hard as he reloaded. His face was red, and sweat pasted dark-hair to his forehead. “Two down,” he gasped. “Three standing.”

      Rajel held his gun up in front of his face, its muzzle pointed at the ceiling. He nodded once. “I’ve got this.”

      “No!” Anna protested.

      Of course, he didn’t listen.

      

      Rajel already knew the layout of the room. Nassai were present in every single cell throughout their host’s body. There was no need to put your head in the line of fire to use Spatial Awareness; any exposed the skin would do. He had mapped the room simply by pointing his gun into it.

      It was a wide, open space – more of a lobby, actually – with very little that his enemies could use for cover. Two men in front, one behind and two more unconscious on the floor. A woman was cowering in the corner. By her lab coat, Rajel guessed that she was one of the scientists.

      Running his fingers along the back of his pistol, he felt the five buttons that allowed one to manually select ammo settings. The fourth one was for EMP rounds. He pushed it and then carefully aimed his weapon.

      He fired at the ceiling.

      The hiss and crackle of sparks told him that he had hit a lightbulb. Several people shouted curses at him. It was only one bulb out of twelve – there was still plenty of light for them to see – but he hoped that the visual distraction had bought him a few seconds. He switched to stun-rounds, then went around the corner and charged through the door.

      Startled soldiers choked up on their rifles.

      Rajel fell to his knees, sliding along the floor as bullets rushed past above him. He extended his arm, shot one man in the leg, then adjusted his aim and shot the other one. They both fell flat on their faces, exposing the third man behind them.

      That one pointed his weapon his weapon at Rajel’s head.

      Ignoring the burning in his skin, Rajel summoned a Time Bubble with the aid of his symbiont. Spheres were easiest, requiring the least amount of energy, but for his purpose, he needed a specific shape. A narrow tube that ran from left to right from his perspective.

      Rajel rolled sideways, coming up on one knee. Setting his gun for standard ammo, he let the bubble collapse.

      The remaining soldier fired.

      Bullets hit the floor tiles.

      In the blink of on eye, Rajel had his pistol aimed. He fired three rounds that struck the soldier’s rifle and tore the weapon out of his grip. The poor guy shrieked, hopping backward and reaching for his sidearm.

      “I wouldn’t,” Rajel said, standing up and clutching his pistol in both hands. He kept it pointed at the other man. “One wrong move, and things get very ugly.”

      He couldn’t say whether the other man understood his words – for all he knew, this fellow only spoke Vanasku – but the message was loud and clear. The soldier backed away with his hands up.

      

      When Anna went through the door, she found Rajel with his pistol trained on the one remaining Ragnosian. The other four were all unconscious. She saw a woman in a white lab coat huddling in the corner.

      The room was just a big, open box without furniture of any kind. A door on her left was marked with red characters. Anna could read a little Vanasku – she had made it a point to learn in light of the growing political tensions between Leyria and Ragnos – and she knew that that was the way into the lab.

      A corridor in the back wall led deeper into the restricted area. Presumably, that was where they would find the prisoners.

      Holstering her weapon, Anna strode forward and shook her head. “On your feet!” she shouted at the scientist. “We have some questions.”

      Slowly, the other woman stood up. She was tall with a disheveled look: frizzy, brown hair and glasses that sat slightly askew on her pointed nose. “What do you want?” she asked in her own language.

      “Where are you holding the prisoners?”

      “We have no prisoners.”

      Anna scoffed.

      Her mind painted the image of Keli as the telepath came up behind her. “She’s lying,” Keli declared. “I can feel the guilt radiating off her. Yes…She knows what her people have done.”

      Tilting his head back, Jack blinked at the ceiling. “Having a thought,” he said, pacing across the room. “Maybe we should hook this lady up to some of her machines. See how much she likes it.”

      “Machines?”

      “The devices you used to make the ziarogati,” Anna clarified.

      The scientist grinned, bashfully looking down at the floor. She brushed a few strands of hair away. “Yes…Yes, I suppose that you could call them machines.”

      Pressing her lips together, Anna held the other woman’s gaze. “It ends now,” she said. “Whatever you’re doing here, it’s done. These people are going free, and you’re going to stand trial for war crimes.”

      “We’re running out of time,” Corovin said.

      Anna took a step back, then jerked her thumb toward the door with the red markings. “The lab,” she said. “Open it.”

      “You won’t like what you find.”

      Lifting her forearm, Anna tapped a few commands into her multi-tool. “Lenai to Endeavour,” she said once she had a comm channel open. “What’s your status?”

      “We’ve secured the planet,” Captain Desarin replied. “Ragnosian ships are either crippled or destroyed. Long-range scans have not detected anyone coming this way, but that could change at any moment; so, I suggest you finish whatever you’re doing down there.”

      “Confirmed,” Anna said. “Jack, Keli, you’re with me. The rest of you, scan the lab. Get as much data as you can. The more we learn about how they create the ziarogati, the better our chances of finding a weakness.”

      Turning on her heel, Anna pointed at the only soldier who was still on his feet. “You!” she barked. “Take us to the prisoners.”

      

      Melissa tried to ignore the niggling pang of guilt that had been plaguing her for the last half hour. Maybe it was her Catholic upbringing, but she couldn’t escape the feeling that she hadn’t done enough on this mission. The others were all worn out, but she had barely used her powers. She still felt as if she could take on an entire platoon. It was youthful bravado, and she knew it, but she still felt energized. Energized and angry.

      Somehow, despite her efforts to contribute, someone else always leaped in front of her whenever something dangerous crossed their path. She had been lining up a shot on one of the spider-bots when Jack ran right past her. She had been formulating a plan to stun the guards in the restricted area, but Rajel beat her to it. Melissa was beginning to think that they were doing it on purpose! Protecting the baby on the team. It left her feeling humiliated and very pissed off.

      The scientist kept dry-washing her hands and glancing at the door to the lab. “You don’t want to go in there,” she said. “Trust me.”

      Corovin stepped forward, towering over the woman. “Why don’t you let us decide that for ourselves?” he suggested. “Open it up, and maybe we’ll take you with us.”

      “I have no desire to go with you.”

      “The alternative is dying in an explosion.”

      The scientist went pale, but, to her credit, she stared down Corovin. Never flinching. “So, what’s my incentive?” she asked. “Go with you and spend the rest of my life in a Leyrian prison?”

      “You can trust me, Mareen,” Corovin said softly.

      Stumbling backward, the scientist almost tripped over her own feet. She collapsed against the wall, panting. “How do you know my name?”

      Corovin’s helmet split in half down the middle, individual pieces retracting to expose his face. He was quite handsome with his gray eyes and thick, red beard. Too bad he was gay.

      Wait, what was she saying? Melissa admonished herself for such a stupid thought. Why did she always have to crush on the bad boys? Memories of Aiden popped up, and she shoved them away as hard as she could. She had someone waiting for her back home, and he was a good guy. She hoped.

      “You?” the scientist breathed. “You worked for the admiral.”

      “Yes,” Corovin agreed. “And she was quite willing to discard me when my services were no longer needed. The Leyrians are merciful, Mareen. Cooperate with us, and they might show you leniency.”

      With a heavy sigh, Mareen went to the console on the wall and began tapping commands into it. “It seems I have few options,” she muttered. “But I tell you that you will not like what you find.”

      The door slid open.

      Melissa ran through it before anyone could stop her – she refused to be coddled – and immediately regretted it. She had barely taken two steps when the door slammed shut behind her, sealing her in.

      The lab was huge.

      Four white walls surrounded her, each polished to a pristine shine. She saw three robotic arms on the far side of the room, massive devices with multiple joints and claw-like hands. They reminded her of an assembly line.

      Each arm was positioned next to a man-sized pod of veiny flesh that seemed to grow out of the wall. No…Not pods. Those were cocoons. Claire hadn’t said much about her experience on the Overseer ship, but this seemed to match what she had described. It was sickening.

      One of the arms picked up a device that Melissa recognized as a ziarogat’s chest plate. With sharp, jerky motions, it fed that device to the nearest cocoon. Veiny flesh parted to suck up the metal.

      Melissa shuddered.

      Under other circumstances, she would have been terrified by the sight of those…things. But right now, she had bigger concerns.

      A shirtless man stood in the middle of the room: a perfectly-sculpted Adonis with dark, chocolate-brown skin and a bald head. He opened his eyes to reveal shimmering silver with no pupils. “Security protocol initiated,” a voice said over the loudspeaker.

      Melissa backed up until she bumped into the door. Sweat rolled over her brow. “No,” she whispered. “Mary, Mother of God, no.”

      She was trapped in here, alone…

      …With a fully-functioning ziarogat.
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