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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Captain's Call series.
      

      

      
        Two captains, one chance.
      

      Misty Rogers has a problem. Ancient alien technology has... altered her. When Special Captain Matthew Armstrong runs into her on a dirt-bucket world, he's thrown heart-first into the adventure of his life.

      The Coalition faces a new threat, an emerging technology from a far-flung realm that threatens to destabilize the little peace they still have. When Matthew and Misty join forces to track it down, they face a threat like no other - an ancient force and one charming admiral standing behind it.

      They will have one chance - and so will the rest of the universe. Team up, thrust their petty disputes and playful hatred aside, or die at the hands of the greatest threat the multiverse has seen.

      ....

      Captain's Call follows two captains drawn into the fight for a mysterious alien treasure trove. If you love your space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Captain's Call today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Captain's Call is the 15th Galactic Coalition Academy series. A sprawling, epic, and exciting sci-fi world where cadets become heroes and hearts are always won, each series can be read separately, so plunge in today.
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    Captain's Call Book One

  
    Prologue

    He felt sick to his stomach, but he had no choice. He grabbed Misty by the throat, his arm pushing into the top of her torn blue collar. He shoved her against his chest, and he lifted his gun. He locked it against her temple.

    She didn’t even shudder once.

    She did whisper two little words, “It’s okay.”

    How could it ever be okay again?

    Admiral Hagar arrived in a cascade of transport energy. As the darting yellow light resolved, Matthew was forced to stare into Hagar’s deadly gaze. There would’ve been a time, not so long ago, when Matthew would’ve seen that gaze as something else. It would’ve been the fulsome stare of a Coalition official who knew how to get things done, who knew how to save people, who knew how to keep this galaxy going forward, no matter what. But now Matthew saw it for what it was. Greed. Greed wrapped up in something slightly respectable. Greed that knew how to brush his hair, that knew how to slap on his shined uniform every single morning. And greed that smiled once as he took a step forward, his massive form looming like a growing storm cloud. “We both know you’re not going to shoot her, Captain. Lower the gun and hand her over,” Hagar spat.

    Matthew replied by shoving his gun harder against Misty’s head.

    For her part, she just stood there. He could feel her breathing against him, every shallow inhalation barely pushing into her lungs.

    “Hand her over,” Hagar warned, voice dropping even further.

    “No,” Matthew spat.

    “I would try to tell you that it’s an order, but you are way past that now, aren’t you? You are finally showing your true colors, Special Captain Matthew Armstrong. You’ve forgotten your once beloved Coalition, forgotten the oath you took to protect it, no matter what.”

    “You don’t work for the Coalition anymore, you greedy monster.”

    Hagar reacted. At least his left cheek did. It twitched in and out, pumping like bellows trying desperately to light a fire. Then again, you didn’t need to try to light a fire in Hagar’s gaze. It was always there and always would be. “Enough. You’ve got one chance. Hand her over.”

    “Just do it,” Misty muttered.

    She didn’t fall to her knees, didn’t beg for her life.

    A pulse of fear ricocheted through Matthew’s stomach. It reached his wrist, but it didn’t force him to tighten his finger on the trigger. Instead, it loosened.

    Hagar would be packing enough cybernetic implants to know that fact. It sent this quick smile crawling over his face like a spider who’d just seen a fly stupidly careening into its web. He reached one hand out, palm flat, fingers stiff with the kind of energy that told Matthew he was seconds from wrapping them around Misty’s hand to steal her away once and for all.

    But Hagar was just a distraction. More of his forces would be porting onto the ship. Matthew had minutes. More likely seconds. There was only one thing he had to use them to do.

    Misty reached down. She let her hand slide down Matthew’s side. She didn’t turn to look at him. But she still whispered, “Do it, Matthew. I give you permission to. It’s the only way.”

    Matthew should never have met Misty. It was cruel to say, but it was true. For if their lives hadn’t intersected on that market world, he wouldn’t be here right now, with his gun pressed up against her head, with only one option to go forward.

    “Captain Armstrong,” Hagar growled one last time. It was opportune. As his loud voice rang through their cramped corridor, Matthew was almost certain that he heard the sound of ten transport beams porting in. “Hand her over. This is the end of the line for you.”

    “No, Admiral Hagar, it’s the end of the line for you,” Misty cried over the top of him. “Matthew, shoot. Shoot me. You don’t have to apologize. It’s the only thing to do.”

    It was.

    It was the only way out of this treacherous situation, but Matthew had never and would never do anything harder in his frigging life.

    He still squeezed one eye closed as he tightened his finger around the trigger. A tear ran down his cheek. It reached his chin, wobbled there, reflecting the cramped corridor, Hagar’s vile greed, and Misty’s tear-struck, cold cheeks – then it fell. And Captain Matthew Armstrong pulled the trigger.

    He shot Misty, and she fell at his feet, a hole ripped right through her cranium, dead before she struck the ground.

  
    Chapter 1

    Days Earlier

    Matthew Armstrong

    It was always the same. Except it wasn’t always like this. As Matthew arrived down in a discreet position on Market World Beta 12, he instantly wanted to draw parallels with other city marketplaces around the galaxy, but there was a problem. This was a pop-up world. A place that appeared and disappeared at seemingly random intervals, and a place that, only not so long ago, hadn’t existed at all.

    It was on the edge of known space. Not known in the sense that it had never been mapped – known in the sense that it was predictable in any way.

    Beyond the pop-up worlds was the aptly-named Divide. A wall that separated this dimension from another. And located in front of it was the Coalition’s new crown jewel – Guardian Station Alpha. It was now at the forefront of the future, not just for training the new generation of Coalition soldiers, but for monitoring this area of space. An area of danger, mystery, and power.

    Ever since the Divide had opened, this sector had become chaotic. Anomalies opened up on a weekly basis, but they didn’t just take one over to the Divide – some seemed to connect the remotest regions of the universe.

    Strange, never-before-seen technology was popping up on a monthly basis. And where technology came, danger always followed.

    Pop-up worlds just like this – thriving marketing hubs where one could buy whatever they saw fit, either from the Milky Way or from some far, far-flung galaxy no one had ever heard of – were taking advantage of this sector’s anomalous space. While some sought monetary advantage, others sought something far darker. And that’s exactly what Captain Matthew Armstrong was here to stop.

    He arrived in one of the less frequented districts. He immediately tugged his sand veil up over his head. It looked like nothing more than a rudimentary dusk-red scarf. It was looped around his nondescript brown tunic top and trailed down to his left, touching his equally nondescript black cargo pants.

    The sand veil itself however was as sophisticated as they came. It was an extension of a brand-new piece of technology. It was armor. That’s right, armor. But not the likes of which the Coalition had seen previously. They’d used holographic armor for… what, almost a decade now? But this stuff was a living membrane. It would deploy itself as it saw fit. If you needed a set of armor, it would wrap around you, and it would transform into a thin, perfectly maneuverable but sturdy exoskeleton. If you required a blanket, though that sounded trite, it would make you one. But if you needed to hide it, if you needed to say, make it look like nothing more than a two-credit sand scarf on a two-bit world like Beta 12, it would fit in fine.

    He surreptitiously patted it now, his rough thumbs sliding down the tightly woven weave. He had sophisticated genetic implants. Halfway between the mechanical and the living, they were technically a new set of eyes. They allowed him to interact with his armor, regardless of how far away it was. Right now, the insides of his eyes lit up. Others might see it, if they got very close with an atomic microscope. Otherwise it was hidden from view.

    You needed to train – train for weeks or months if you wanted a set of these new eyes. It was a strange thing to have a perfect visual hallucination transform your field of view – especially when you were on a world as treacherous as this. But it didn’t make Matthew misstep, not once as he tugged his veil down a little harder, slid his fingers past the gun on his holster, and moved down the cramped laneway to his side.

    Everything on this market world was cramped. It was a whole planet, but that didn’t matter. The markets sprawled across its girth and length. They were everywhere, and every single one was different. Matthew had made his way to the least glamorous option. The Dead Ends, as it was called. It’s where all the dead ends of society went, and it was where they bought their broken wares, too. If you were down on your luck, if you only had a few credits to scrape by, you would come here to see what you could get. Even though often, if the stories were right, what you’d get was a lawless place that would be just as likely to carve you up for your skin and organs as it would be to offer you an illegal deal.

    He shifted past several sheets of flexy metal glass. Knock them, and they’d turn to impenetrable metal. Shift past them without choosing to engage in any violence, and they’d remain as transparent glass sheets. Or at least that was the idea. These were broken. As he moved a little too close to them, they cracked slightly as metal wended its way through the glass like broken black arteries. It didn’t stop him from seeing what was on the other side. It was some seedy shop selling Divide experiences. He’d seen them before. Every shady operator in the entire Milky Way seemed to have gravitated toward this area of space. Fair enough – the opportunities here were different – different from anything the Coalition had ever seen before. As Matthew had already said, things could change daily. Technology could appear that no one had ever seen nor heard the likes of. And it was such technology that he was now on the hunt for.

    He ignored the Divide experience shop to his side and the bulbous alien within. The guy’s fat tail couldn’t fit in his cramped shop. Its scruffy brown tip sat just outside, and it tried to trip Matthew up as he walked past, but he was far too quick. He didn’t need his armor to warn him with a flash across his visual field that something was trying to attack him. Matthew’s direct senses worked fine, and with barely a movement, and certainly no energy wasted, he jumped right over it.

    The alien grunted from within. “See the Divide, capture the new wave. Be the first to witness the future,” he rumbled, defaulting to verbal persuasion now his attempt at kidnapping hadn’t worked.

    “No thanks,” Matthew grunted. “I don’t need a glimpse of the future. I’m already living it.” That was a targeted mutter, one the alien would neither pick up nor understand if he did. His brow contracted slightly as he whispered it. The movement interacted with his new eyes, controlling them. Suddenly a full display of the Dead End market area appeared over his visual field.

    Matthew had worked with fancy armor units his entire life. He knew what it was like to interact with a very close visor – one that was only microns from your eyes. But this experience wasn’t the same. With ordinary armor, you always had the impression that there was distance between you and what you were seeing. But there was no distance now. It was as if the imaginary world had smashed together, colliding with the real world, and Matthew was at its center.

    He thumbed a single bead of sweat off the tip of his nose. It was gritty, full of the sand that choked this planet.

    Hence the sand veil. He tugged it closer to his mouth now, but if he’d wanted to get rid of all the grit, he could have with nothing more than a simple click of his fingers. Even in its current form, his armor could distribute an electrical field that would stop particles from coming anywhere near him. It would be discreet enough that almost everybody on this planet wouldn’t have any clue.

    Almost everybody.

    He got a message. It would be inaudible and undetectable by any external device. It was heralded by a flashing warning on the left side of his visual field. A symbol of the Coalition appeared, spinning softly to the left. One name was written underneath it. One name that was more important to the Galactic Coalition than any other. Admiral Forest.

    He straightened as he continued to walk down the cramped laneway, past other unscrupulous aliens selling their wares or simply trying to force you into buying them with the tips of their pointed tails.

    Matthew’s hand was never too far from his modified Coalition pulser. No one would know it was Coalition in origin. It had been stripped back, and every single piece of identifying tech, including the unique energy crystal within, had been replaced or transformed. This thing just looked like a 10-credit basic gun you might buy at a souvenir shop – you know, the kind of souvenir shop you’d get on deadbeat worlds like this. They were infinitely more useful than badges or T-shirts. And they were necessary. Every single person he passed, be they mercenaries, transporters, or tourists way out of their comfort zone, had one.

    But none of them would be able to do what his could. Perfectly calibrated with his nervous system and his living armor, he would know where this gun was, even if someone took it to the other side of the planet. And he would be able to interact with it, too, albeit over a slightly shorter distance. What he was getting at was that you could take the gun from his hand, place it on a table in another room, and drag him away – but he’d still be able to fire it.

    And that was a distinct advantage on a hellhole like this.

    Admiral Forest’s face suddenly appeared on the left side of his visual field.

    She looked grim. He’d known her for a long time, and when had she not looked grim? It seemed that she went from crisis to crisis, galactic incident to galactic incident.

    Now the war with the Scarax gods had wrapped up, it seemed she had focused her attention on the latest threat to peace. And he was right in the center of it if her grim gaze was anything to go by. “Any news yet, Captain?”

    He didn’t need to reply out loud. His neuronal implant translated his thoughts into speech. They used the exact same gruff tone, cadence, rhythm, and general overbearing quality of his real voice. Yeah, he knew he sounded like some baritone opera singer whenever he spoke, and while it meant sometimes he couldn’t lighten up, that wasn’t exactly a problem. He was a special captain. Though occasionally he did man a ship and he had an honest to God crew, that wasn’t what the special part of his title entailed. He went on missions just like this. Missions far above what your average special soldier would be expected to achieve. Missions that were at the forefront of change, be it gentle or violent. He could only think of what that bulbous alien had snarled at him a few seconds ago. Did Matthew want to stand at the forefront of the future? He was already here, and he was right at the tip of the wave.

    “No news, Admiral,” he thought back.

    “Has the detector detected anything at all?” she asked, lips moving quickly, voice harsh but clear. He couldn’t see her whole body, just her face. It was complicated when you received messages displayed right onto your eyeballs. The more space they took up, the harder it would become to navigate the real world. Forest was about the size of a palm that someone had moved 30 centimeters away from his face. Large enough that he could see her expression in his peripheral vision, but not big enough that he would walk straight into the door that was opened right beside him a second later.

    A tall, slinky alien with glistening silver skin like a sardine plucked from pristine Portuguese waters slipped out. The guy was wearing a black mesh-net armor suit, and he had a very fancy rifle strapped onto his back. Matthew didn’t know if it was for politeness sake or simply a factor of money, but most of the people he passed in the Dead End section of this market only had discreet, rudimentary pulsers. This guy stood a full head and shoulders above the rest. Not just physically with his towering form, but his gun was long enough that it spanned the entire length of his spindly back and protruded over his equally spindly head.

    He didn’t make eye contact with Matthew once.

    The guy set his gaze forward, his target clear.

    Sorry, by that Matthew didn’t mean that the guy intended to attack someone close at hand. But the look in his multi-reflective blue insect eyes could only mean one thing. He’d come to this world to either screw someone over, or to get rid of them once and for all. Hence the massive gun.

    One of the advantages of using this kind of neural communication was that the person you were talking to, if you allowed them to, would be able to see out of your eyes. A quick darting frown flit across the admiral’s face. “That’s a banned rifle. He looks like a Whomara assassin.”

    “That he does, Admiral. Should I go after him?”

    It was just an automatic question. Matthew already knew the answer.

    He didn’t need Forest to grimly shake her head. “I will let our hidden police forces on the pop-up world know. All I need from you is one thing—”

    “Aye, Admiral. We haven’t—” he went to say that the detector hadn’t detected anything yet. That’s when he felt a pulse in his pocket. Once again, it was wired into his nervous system. No one else would be aware of it even if they’d surreptitiously slipped their hand behind him and into his pocket.

    He didn’t clutch the unit out. He retuned his visual field to log in to the detector. And that’s when it warned him that one was nearby.

    Again, Admiral Forest could see what he saw. “You’re close. Hunt it down, no matter the cost. But I must warn you of something we just found out.”

    Matthew didn’t want to be warned about anything. He’d been questioning why Admiral Forest had called him midway through a mission. She was not a nervous commander who wanted updates every single second of every single day. She only bothered to interrupt her forces when she had something important to convey.

    He didn’t think it was possible, but somehow she looked even grimmer than she had before, her lips pulling into the tightest frown he’d seen. Even wire wrapped around her face to the point of digging through her flesh wouldn’t look as tight as this frown did. “Someone might be helping our enemies.”

    That was enough that Matthew ground to a stop. His large sand-colored boots crunched the various detritus and pollution that covered the street. Something glass cracked under the tread of his heel. That, or maybe it was just his nerves.

    Over the past month, the select, exceptional soldiers who made up the Coalition’s Intelligence Corps had feared one thing. It had been whispered in the corridors, mooted in only the most important meetings, and had infiltrated everyone’s worst nightmares. Maybe one of those within was helping those without. One of their highest-level assets could have turned into a double agent.

    “It’s just a possibility for now. But you need to watch your back, Matthew,” Forest warned darkly. “If you do find a Coalition asset selling Curve Tech, you know what to do.”

    Yeah. He’d know what to do on two accounts.

    Curve Tech could not be allowed to fall into anyone’s hands outside of the Coalition. Even then, they kept the tightest lid on it. No one outside of the highest members of the intelligence community knew about it. It was the reason that Matthew as a bona fide special captain had been sent on this mission. Most special intelligence assets were commanders and never usually had higher command levels. But you needed someone with the highest clearance, discretion, and abilities to do what he had to do now.

    Curve Tech could change everything. It had come from an anomaly that had opened somewhere in the past two months. And it was… other.

    The Coalition was on the precipice of something very dangerous, and if everyone did not work together, then they would all fall apart.

    “Hunt it down, Captain. You have leave to do whatever you want,” Forest warned him.

    “Aye, Admiral.”

    She didn’t bother to say goodbye. She left his visual field with a flicker, and Matthew focused forward.

    He didn’t sweat. He would no longer let his body try. There was now no time for distractions. Just single-pointed focus.

    When Matthew had gone through the Academy on Earth, people had joked that there was no one like him. Because other folk couldn’t operate the same way that Matthew’s brain did. He could have fun, could joke with people one moment, then switch and become someone else the next. To be fair, he was far more serious than he was fun. But that wasn’t his point. When he wanted to, he could just pull away every single distraction in the room. He could narrow down on the one target he needed to assess, and regardless of what happened, from explosions to the death of frigging loved ones, he would do what he had to. And that’s why he was here now.

    He tuned in to the detector in his pocket. It warned him that Curve Tech was close by.

    Close enough by that he swore he could almost feel a tingling on the tip of his tongue. That was a symptom of the fact that his nervous system was tied directly into the detector. Sometimes he felt like he was on the confluence of technology and humanity. He was both what it felt like for a human to directly sense technology but also for technology to sense what it was like to become human. Complex thoughts, especially for a man who had one task and one chance to do it.

    He assessed the quickest path forward, and he started to run. He threw himself into a blinding sprint. His sand scarf always loyally remained around his throat, but the end whipped around behind him, looking like a flashing tail. It helped balance him as he quickly changed direction. Without warning, he scaled the wall to his left. He threw himself up it so fast, he would look like a bird soaring into the sky. He grabbed hold of gutters, signs, pieces of metal that protracted beyond the wall’s smooth rusted brown surface – you name it. And when he couldn’t find a handhold, he just created one, punching his fingers down, using invisible blasts from his living armor or just his own trained and honed strength.

    He soon stopped on the side of the building, leaning out as he held onto a piece of metal guttering.

    There, he could see where the Curve Tech was. The detector outlined a view of the city over his visual field, intersecting all of the buildings and streets with crisscrossing glowing yellow lines. In the middle was a blue dot.

    He leaped off the side of the building. Now he needed his armor. Not its full range of abilities, but he felt it pulse, this little wave of energy riding down his back like a bullet. It smashed into his feet and protected them as he landed down on the street far below. It was right in front of a pair of alien tourists who were way off the beaten track. As soon as they saw him land down in front of them, they yelped and jerked back. One went for their holo camera, the other for their gun.

    “This ain’t the right place for a tour, folks,” he muttered, gently shouldering the gun out of the way as he sped off down the street. He moved through small market stalls, old scraps of sand fabric wafting into his face, caught by the wind as it picked up and howled through the city streets. There were stalls that sold everything from brightly colored bottles of perfume, to strange alien fruits that were halfway between some funky slime and grapes that he presumed no one in the history of eternity had ever voluntarily eaten.

    Then there were the less scrupulous stores, the weapons sellers, even the places that would offer to kill someone for you for less than the cost of a hot coffee.

    Those would be shut down. Presumably Admiral Forest would send her hidden police unit through here once Matthew was done with his mission.

    He became so focused on that blue dot on his visual field that, as he’d already said, everything dropped away.

    The line he’d spoken of earlier – the comment that you could kill his family right in front of him, and he’d still focus on his mission – wasn’t hyperbole.

    Someone had threatened his brother, right in front of his face. And all Matthew had done – all he’d been able to do – was focus on his mission and ignore his brother’s plight.

    You’d think that would bring up guilt. It didn’t.

    It brought up the enduring knowledge that Matthew was the right man for this job, and no one else could do what he could do now.

    The street he was on suddenly changed. It terminated in a rusty old ladder covered in gritty, sticky sand that led down to a much wider street below. Rather than twist and take it, he dive rolled right off it. He would’ve looked like a hell of a sight, his red scarf whipping up behind him as he tucked into a neat ball and spun down the 20-meter distance to the street below. The street might be wider, but that didn’t mean it was nice. It was covered in muck, clogged with sand, and smelt like the backend of a Bardian dog.

    He landed, rolled, ignored everything, and focused, focused, focused.

    The Curve Tech was just around the corner – to his left, then up an even wider section of street.

    He’d find it, then—

    Someone came careening out of the right side of the street.

    Matthew could dodge. He could dodge anything. But not this. There was a woman dressed in the blue fatigues of a transport ship uniform. She had a sheet of long brown hair and a blunt fringe that flared around her, framing her desperate eyes as she jolted right into Matthew’s path.

    Maybe it was something about the eyes, or something about the transport ship uniform – considering his father had proudly been a transporter his entire life. Or perhaps it was just something else. But some strange force inside Matthew made him stop.

    It was long enough that the woman careened into him, grabbed his shoulder, then slipped a hand down to his side.

    And that would be when she snatched hold of his gun.

    It took Matthew precisely half a second to realize what was going on, but by that time, she’d already spun.

    That massive alien from before with the gun that could put any tall tree to shame loped into view.

    Matthew didn’t have time for this.

    That thought snapped into his head, even as the alien hissed. He lifted his gun. So did the woman. But Matthew’s gun would never fire without his permission.

    He reached forward, ready to snatch it up, turn, and get to the Curve Tech while he still could, and yet something kept his feet locked against the dusty street below.

    “I’m sorry you didn’t like my work, I really am,” the woman stammered, somehow maintaining a polite tone despite being stared down by someone who could and would kill her a hundred times over. “It was only late by a single day. I have a very good excuse. I ran into an anomaly on my way here. There’s no reason to get aggressive.”

    “The contract you signed with me demanded your life if you were late. So your life will be mine,” the alien snarled.

    Matthew had waited another second. He would not wait anymore. He reached forward to grab the gun, but the woman just looked into his eyes. “I’m really sorry I stole your gun. Look, I’ll give you a free ride on my ship – anything you want. Please don’t take this weapon off me. If you do, I’m dead.”

    He heard the word please. It drilled into his skull, right between his brows. She had a high-pitched voice – the absolute opposite to his operatic baritone. That had to account for the reason it, out of every single experience on this planet, could not be ignored.

    Or maybe, once again, it was just the look in her eyes. She had natural doe eyes, as big as two saucers, as two full moons rising up over the horizon. He’d once lived on a colony world where there had indeed been two moons. Once a year, they would both become full at the same time. They’d catch the light from the twin suns behind them, and they would be illuminated, just like this woman’s startling blue irises as she stared his way desperately.

    “The stranger is not currently involved in this. But if he wishes to become involved in this, he will die too. The contract is clear,” the alien snarled. He got closer. His very illegal gun started to light up. The light paradoxically traveled from the muzzle down to the trigger. That might not sound bad, but trust Matthew, it was. No, trust Matthew – he was wasting time. Another second ticked by.

    He jerked over. He locked his hand on the muzzle of his own gun.

    And the woman just looked at him once more. Her lips spread over her teeth in this awkward kind of half grimace, half grin, half something else. “I guess you don’t want to help me. Fine. Sorry. Guess I’m on my own again.”

    She released the gun. She didn’t even try to fire. Matthew very much doubted that she had figured out the gun was only coded to him. She’d just given up without a fight.

    She twisted.

    As she turned and ran away, she left her back way, way open. It was so open, even an untrained soldier half a mile away would be able to take her out. This alien? Oh, he wasn’t half trained – he knew exactly what he was doing. Matthew could tell that in the way he stood and held himself. His lean shoulders dropped forward, his arms locking the rifle in the one position it could take where the recoil wouldn’t snap his back.

    His hyper refractive eyes stared out, 25 percent of their attention on the rest of the street, 25 percent on the muzzle of his gun, and 50 percent on the woman’s back.

    He was ready to fire.

    Unless Matthew got there first.

    There would be consequences of getting involved in this. Consequences Matthew would not be able to easily wipe away. And every single second he wasted was a second where that Curve Tech could get further from him. It didn’t matter. He still fired.

    His aim was pinpoint perfect. His armor told him exactly where to fire on the illegal rifle – the single point along the length that would destroy it. Usually rifles like that were very well shielded. But when they were powering up, they were uniquely vulnerable – or at least a half micron of them was. It was just below the left energy crystal pack.

    And with Matthew’s superior senses and living membrane armor, there was nothing preventing him from blasting two rounds into it.

    The alien’s eyes widened, becoming even bigger until they looked like two massive clenched fists.

    The gun started to spasm like it was a human back, bending in and out with these rickety creaks.

    The alien spluttered. He jerked back in time. The gun exploded, but the blast thankfully didn’t take out the street. It just melted the gun, the crystals within becoming visible and fizzling like sparks thrown in water.

    The alien said nothing. He did make direct eye contact with Matthew. The kind of eye contact that told Matthew he was now on this guy’s hit list.

    As for the woman?

    Matthew twisted. It was in time to see her running down the street. She turned over her shoulder, her loose hair bouncing around her face. She smiled at him once. She cupped a hand to her mouth. “I’ll give you a free ride whenever you need it. Misty Rogers. Just look me up.” With that, she was out of sight. And with that? God, Matthew realized he’d wasted a full 30 seconds.

    30 seconds he would never be able to get back. He spun.

    He threw himself down the street. But it wasn’t before two words echoed in his head. Misty Rogers.

    He would never look her up. He would never see her again. Or at least that was the plan.

    But fate will always have something else in store for us.

  
    Chapter 2

    Misty Rogers

    Oh God. Really? Again? She had to stop making deals with people she knew would turn around and try to kill her.

    She made it back to her ship. It was a fraught journey, but she managed it.

    But only thanks to that guy.

    “Honestly,” she muttered to him as if he was right behind her as she walked up the ramp into her massive mining hauler. She rapped her knuckles on the side of the hull for good luck. But that would be when she noted that her little move dented it. No, she had not suddenly become some super soldier. It meant that the stresses that this particular hangar bay went through on a regular basis were starting to reduce the integrity of the metal sheeting. She would have to replace it. Again. Though she rolled her eyes, she finished her sentence, “Honestly, whoever you are, if you ever need anything hauled, I’ll be your woman.” She placed a hand on her hip and turned around. She smiled at her hangar bay. And though it probably didn’t deserve it, she tilted her head back and offered a thumbs-up sign to the rest of her ship. She also, however, quickly darted to the side, struck the massive green button that would close the doors, and yanked up her watch. She checked on her security system. No, that Whomara alien was not on board. So it was time to get out of here as fast as possible.

    She drummed her knuckles on her head. “I still can’t believe you accepted it, Misty. He came to you with such a sob story, but you should know people just aren’t what they seem anymore. Especially not around these parts.” She opened her arms out wide. She touched some of the metal cargo boxes to her left, her fingers sliding over them like someone might if they were walking through fields of wheat. Believe it or not, this cramped and old cargo bay was her Elysium fields. No, most sane people wouldn’t refer to a scummy mining hauler as perfection. But Misty knew what she wanted. And this was it. Freedom, space, and adventure. Well, her kind of adventure.

    She’d had such a cloistered childhood, and she’d always dreamed of going into space to make a fortune. Or lack of fortune if her current bank account was anything to go by. That wasn’t her point. For 15 years, Misty had undergone ultimately successful treatment for a genetic condition. It had been caused by a rare subspace anomaly no one had ever seen the likes of. It had taken so long to get over it. For those agonizing 15 years, she’d dreamed of space. She’d wanted to go to the Coalition Academy, but that had been ruled out long ago. So since she’d gotten a clean bill of health, what had she done? Oh, the stupidest thing she could have done. She’d spent her inheritance on this – this massive, super old, super out-of-date mining hauler. Once upon a time, in its heyday, it would’ve moved Marion ore from one side of the galaxy to the other. But even back then, it had not been top-of-the-line. Now, a whole 120 years later, it was right down the bottom of the pack. But it was all hers.

    She slid her fingers over a nonexistent patch of dust, then made it to one of her transport stations. No. She didn’t mean that it utilized actual transport beams. Though technically her hauler was capable of that, its system was old and needed overhauling pronto. She didn’t have the money, and it wasn’t a priority. The cargo transporters functioned fine. But while they could deal with dead cargo boxes, complex living brains would be another matter, and she had never tried it on herself. She didn’t have a burning need to be splattered over the wall like a half-eaten meal.

    She jumped onto a hoverboard. She grabbed the handles at the front, securing her grip tightly, knowing that these things weren’t that reliable, and shot off through the hangar bay. She had virtual fields of cargo to deal with. She’d picked up a lot on this crappy planet – you know, in between goading that Whomara alien and almost getting killed. She winced again. She inadvisably tore one hand off the handle of her ride and slapped her cheek lightly. “No more sob stories. Trust your heart,” she said as she slapped her chest. “Only make deals with people who aren’t going to turn around and kill you.”

    It took two more minutes to reach the end of the hangar bay. She had to pause in front of the large doors that led to the equally large corridor beyond. Because everything on a transport ship like this was large. That was the one good thing about it. She had space. So much space. And it was just her on this rickety tin bucket – her and three partially working maintenance bots. Between them, you might get a fully functioning maintenance bot, and that was no lie, because they often had to break each other down for parts.

    They were cheery about it, though. And they were her only company, aside from her cat.

    As she shot into the corridor, she saw her cat playing with something. She frowned at it. “Did you pull that out of one of the cargo bays? Or… oh no. It’s a desert rat, isn’t it? How the heck did it get in?”

    “We let it in,” her maintenance bots said as one. They shot in close from behind her. They’d been knee-deep in some wall panel, pulling wires out.

    She made a face at them. “What were you doing in the wall?”

    “We were finding a place for the rat to live.”

    She shook her head. “Sorry, what do you mean finding a place for the rat to live? Those rats are known pests. If it gets into the wires of a ship as old as this, we’re done for.”

    “The desert rat seemed lonely. We decided it needed somewhere to live. We have learned from you. It is good to do good things. It makes one good in turn.”

    She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but good can sometimes get you killed. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the desert rat is currently being mauled by my cat.”

    One of the maintenance bots flopped a hand at her, and she did mean that. It had removed most of its wrist unit. It was now only held together by bendy wire. “They are playing. Desert rats are sturdy things. We will now be the home for this creature. We will teach it to do good things. It is going to be the best desert rat there has ever been.”

    Misty rolled her eyes. If she could just afford new AI units for these robots, she would buy them in a heartbeat. While half the time they were useful and they were literally the only things keeping this ship going, at other times they would do things like this.

    She turned around now and made a face. She did not worry about her cat. He was only half a domestic feline from Earth. The other half was a true jungle cat from the Asper Regions. He was quite likely the hardiest thing on this ship. He was as old as Misty and had been with her through thick and thin. So he would teach that rat what for. Hopefully before it chewed threw half the wires in the ship.

    She reached the end of the corridor and finally made it to one of the massive elevators. You could fit an entire party of people in here.

    That said, the robots jostled each other as they made their way in. One of them fell over, sparked a bit, then grabbed another. So that one fell over too like toppling dominoes.

    She rubbed her face. “Get ready for lift-off.”

    “We have not filled up on cargo. To make your business solvent, we need to accept another mission.”

    Her lips twitched. “Um… let’s just leave.”

    One of her robots looked at her – the one that was usually in charge. She liked to call him Alpha. “Someone tried to kill you again, did they not?”

    She bit her lip even harder. She wouldn’t make eye contact with him. That said, he only had one functioning eye. The other was permanently black. “Ah… maybe?”

    “It was that Whomara, wasn’t it?”

    “How was I to know that he would turn around and try to kill me?”

    “It was in the contract he made you sign. We must say, you are often quite stupid. You need to stop making the wrong deals with the wrong people. It won’t be good if you get yourself killed.”

    She really had to bite her tongue now. She wanted to point out that bringing a bona fide desert rat on board was the same level of stupidity. It wasn’t. The desert rat’s damage could be limited and mitigated. If that Whomara had killed her, it would have been lights out permanently.

    Or at least… it should have been.

    Her head twitched. An unsettling thought she’d been having for the past two months rose. She shoved it all the way back.

    It did not, however, stop her from grabbing her left sleeve and drawing it up. And there, just above the crook of her elbow on the inner side of her arm, she saw the lines.

    There were only two of them.

    But she couldn’t tell you where they’d come from.

    Alpha drew silent. He hovered a little closer. “You are considering the mystery lines that appeared on your arm ever since you ran into that anomaly two months ago. We recommend you continue to ignore them.”

    “Why? I mean… come on, what the heck are they? Where did they come from? Shouldn’t I contact some kind of medical professional or a scientist or someone? What if they are out to kill me?”

    “There is no indication there is any problem whatsoever with your body. Perhaps you came in contact with a tattoo anomaly?” Alpha asked facetiously.

    Her mouth clunked open. “What the heck is a tattoo anomaly?”

    “Unknown. But everybody knows that this section of space is now filled with more mysteries than modern Coalition science can explain. We can only return to the fact that you are fine.”

    Misty grabbed her face. She rubbed it hard. “You’re right. I am fine. Okay. Let’s get out of here.” Finally the elevator stopped at the command level.

    She shot out on her transport.

    She stopped in front of the captain’s chair. It was practically a bed, to be honest. The guy she’d bought this ship from had slept there, everything within reach, including a functioning food calibrator and all of the ship’s various complicated controls.

    Mining hauling was some of the loneliest transportation work out there.

    But Misty preferred it, honestly.

    She stretched her shoulders. Then she pointed at the viewscreens all the way on the other side of the massive cockpit. “How’s the cargo?”

    “Everything is normal.” Alpha stopped beside her.

    “And… what about the cargo in mining room 12?” She muttered, voice dropping.

    She conscientiously pulled her sleeve down, smoothing out and tugging it hard between two stiff fingers. She let her fingers drag up and down it for half a second, like an iron seeking out even the slightest crease – then she forced herself to drop her hand.

    Misty liked to think that she wasn’t a hypochondriac. She’d been there and done that. She’d been to the point of death so many frigging times, but every single time, the medical staff at her specialized medical institution had always brought her back.

    So she knew every tip and trick in the book to distract one’s mind.

    Something flashed on screen.

    Misty saw the status of mining room 12. It was fine.

    Mining room 12 was the only room in the ship that was still properly registered to haul Marion ore anymore. Marion ore was famously unstable stuff. You had to keep it at a constant temperature, in a constant gravity field, with as much shielding around it as you possibly could. If you didn’t, then things would go boom rather quickly.

    She did not have any Marion ore on the ship anymore. She had something she’d picked up two months ago, instead. Something she’d picked up at the same time the strange marks on her arm had appeared.

    She bit her lip as hard as she possibly could now.

    The contents of room 12 appeared. There was nothing there. Nothing there but a small metal disc on the floor right in the middle of the room.

    Misty’s full attention focused on it. She’d never really been someone who could focus that well, but whenever she stared at that disc, everything else went out the door until it was just her and that. You could line up all of the other matter in the universe, every distraction including every sparking star and every violent alien. Nothing would ever yank her attention off that thing again.

    Alpha knew this. So he banged into her shoulder. “Have you not forgotten the fact that an alien tried to kill you? It’s time to get off this planet. The cargo in room 12 is fine. I’m still researching it and looking for someone to sell it to.”

    “Okay. Okay.” She collapsed down into her seat. She closed her eyes. “Right, let’s get out of here.”

    “We must wait half an hour until we are cleared for exit.”

    She spluttered like he’d popped her lungs with a particularly unkind pin. “That’s fine. I’m sure… we will be fine. Actually, show me room 12 again,” she muttered.

    “No,” Alpha said strictly. “You get weird when you look at room 12. How about we—” he paused.

    She turned toward him. “How about we what?”

    He bolted toward her, arms flailing and hover system straining with a splutter. “Someone has just transported aboard.”

    “What?” she stammered. She jerked to her feet, but it was far too late. You know that alien from before? The one who’d almost killed her? Yeah, well, he was back. And this time he had a new gun.

    He appeared right behind Misty’s back.

    “You failed to deliver on your contract. So it is time for me to deliver on mine. There is no one to save you this time. Goodbye.” With that, he pulled the trigger.

    And Misty died.

  
    Chapter 3

    Matthew Armstrong

    Everything was going wrong.

    He got to the point where the Curve Tech was meant to be. But he couldn’t detect anything anymore.

    In the blink of an eye, that blue dot disappeared. But he would tell you what he found instead.

    As Matthew jumped from a tower down through the roof of a rickety old store, and he landed in a sea of fabric and broken metal, it was to the sight of 10 mercenaries and 5 murder bots. He shouldn’t have to describe what a murder bot was. It was right there in the name. It was a robotic assassin with one purpose and one purpose alone. Your death.

    The assembled enemies didn’t pause. They all started firing at once.

    Matthew jerked to the side. He had time to roll and time to think one pointed thought. This had been a setup.

    But that would be when his armor initiated. It grew up over his body in a wave.

    An invisible one.

    It extended an almost impenetrable electric shield over every single centimeter of his body and every single strand of sweaty hair. You could shoot it, you could whip it, you could stab it – but it wouldn’t get through to Matthew underneath.

    He darted up to his feet, snatched his gun from his holster, and started firing. He didn’t press his finger on the trigger – as he’d already told you, his mind could do that for him. Even if he weren’t using a gun like this, Matthew was still one of the best marksmen at the Academy. He had this talent for lining up targets, but he had a far more important talent, too – knowing who to shoot first.

    An effective soldier is not one who can take down every single enemy. An effective soldier is one who can take down enemies in the right order. You don’t always go for the leader. Nor do you always go for the softest target. You focus on the most meaningful target. It’s like taking down the pylons of a bridge. You could take them all down, but sometimes one strategic hit will do all the rest of the work for you.

    As his mind pulsed into the trigger of his gun and fired, he aimed right over the heads of the murder bots to the remnants of the ceiling. He hadn’t blasted all the way through it when he’d fallen in here. Though it was rudimentary, exactly what you would expect for this seedy area of the Dead End sector of the pop-up world, there were some sophisticated field generators in the remaining roofing tin. He shot the remnants now. Sparks spewed out everywhere. He used the distraction they caused to start taking the murder bots down, one by one. But the mercenaries and bots themselves were hardly lazy. Gunfire rained out everywhere, flashes of light blasting like stray comets.

    There wasn’t much to hide behind unless he could use one of the mercenaries as a shield, but these guys weren’t your usual deadbeats. He could see from the little flashes of their arms visible underneath their large, dusty sand coats that only a few of them were pulled from Coalition races. One or two were Merks from the Barbarian Empire. Heck, Matthew imagined one of them was a Kore assassin.

    His worst nightmares came true all at once. This most definitely had been a setup. For that to be the case, then Admiral Forest was right.

    There was a spy in the Coalition intelligence community. Someone who wasn’t just handing Curve Tech over to their enemies – but someone who wanted to destroy the intelligence corps, too.

    These thoughts flashed through Matthew’s mind, but they didn’t distract him as he spun.

    He let go of his pulser. One of the Merks ran in close to grab it up, the guy’s tusks suddenly becoming visible underneath his sand coat as a stray blast of wind struck it, howling in through the hole in the ceiling, charging in like the equivalent of an invisible wolf.

    But as the Merk’s bulky, steely strong hand wrapped around the pulser, the gun did nothing but twist dramatically in the guy’s grip. His hood was torn back, more wind blasting into the already chaotic room. Matthew had a chance to see the guy’s eyes. They widened like someone had punched their pupils.

    Then the pulser fired into the guy’s hand. It tore a chunk of flesh right off, despite the fact the guy had fancy onboard shielding.

    One of the other Merks ran forward, but it wasn’t to save his friend. The guy wrongly thought Matthew was distracted.

    He was not. His mind narrowed in, then narrowed in further.

    It told him to run. Could he take all of these enemies on? Yes. But there’d be no point. If the Coalition double agent had set this up, then all they’d wanted to do was waste Matthew’s time. The Curve Tech would right now be on its way off the planet. And if Matthew was stupid enough to waste another single second here, he’d probably be caught in some kind of trap.

    He spun. He didn’t have to gather his gun. His sand scarf did that for him. He felt the living membrane of his armor move. It extended out like a long whip. It grabbed the pulser out of the air just as it fell from the Merk’s bloody grip. It deposited the gun back into Matthew’s hand. He fired on the wall in front of him. When that didn’t work and he didn’t blast through to the street beyond, he climbed the wall. He moved as fast as he could, a blur of a man, a blur of a mind, too. His battle senses, which he had honed over years of true fighting, warned him he had seconds. Seconds to get out of here. One, two, three.

    He reached the hole in the ceiling. It was just as he saw this strange field shimmering into place. It was blood red. And that was a pertinent advertisement as to what it intended to do.

    He pitched off the roof, his living membrane now twisting around his stomach, the scarf growing and seemingly turning into a vine. It gave him that little bit more speed he needed to hurl himself off the broken roof and down into the street beyond. He twisted just as that blood-red shield locked into place over the entire building.

    Then it contracted.

    It was disgusting to see, even worse to imagine what was going on inside. He couldn’t hear screams. Because there was no time. Every single living mercenary within had their bodies crushed, the robots too as the field gathered up the entire building and crumpled it down until it was the size of a small fist.

    Matthew didn’t need the sudden warning that shot across his field of view to tell him to turn, warning him to run.

    It wasn’t over.

    Snipers started to shoot at him from somewhere. It was only his living membrane and honed battle senses that saw him dodge their constant barrages. A bullet slammed into the street just beside him and tore up a massive chunk. It gouged its way down into the critical infrastructure below. He wasn’t talking about rudimentary stuff like water pipes or electricity. He was talking about the power that ran the weather shields that protected the market world. Without them, the ferocious desert beyond would rip this place apart. Sure, some sand did get in, evidenced by the constant crunch underneath Matthew’s madly churning boots. But it didn’t strike the city at 500 kilometers an hour – which was what would happen without the weather fields.

    As the sniper bullets tore through the street and smashed through whole sections of the shielding conduits beneath, Matthew was forced to jerk his head up. He saw something shimmering far above the city. It would be the weather shields starting to break down.

    The idiots shooting at him would know how critical it would become for everyone if the weather shield system was taken down. They didn’t care.

    Again, it confirmed every single one of Matthew’s worst nightmares. Whoever was out there behind these mercenaries, whichever Coalition asset had gone rogue, they no longer had any morals. They’d left the Coalition oath far behind long ago.

    It meant that no matter what they had to do to get Curve Tech, they’d do it. No matter what bodies they had to burn, no matter what worlds they had to destroy.

    A blast of passion powered through Matthew’s chest, reaching his anger, the same anger he usually buried all the way down in the center of his sternum. He used it like a pulse of energy from a heavy cruiser’s drives. It gave him the speed he needed to dodge past the assassins and the snipers.

    But he couldn’t dodge forever.

    There were far more than he suspected. The rogue Coalition asset had obviously been planning this for some time. It wasn’t just about getting the Curve Tech off this world. They wanted to take Matthew down specifically.

    But Matthew would not allow himself to go down today.

    “Find me some way out of here,” he snapped at his living membrane.

    He knew it was already working on that exact task, but right now, Matthew needed to at least pretend he was being proactive.

    He spun around the side of an alley. He saw his first assassin. Sorry, a glimmer of them. They were nothing more than a hologram.

    Solid-state holographic technology had existed since the Circle trader incident at the Academy long ago. It wasn’t new to the Milky Way, but usually mercenary groups didn’t have access to it.

    So the Coalition spy had given them access, then? Great. How much lower could this guy sink?

    Matthew didn’t need to dodge.

    He shot forward, just as the holographic assassin twisted its sniper rifle around. The guy didn’t have an expression. He barely had a face. All he was was a body that needed to hold the sniper rifle and fire.

    But Matthew had a secret weapon.

    His living membrane could disrupt electrical fields – the same electrical field the solid-state hologram utilized to exist in the first place.

    Matthew didn’t even need to scream, let alone swipe his hand forward. He did anyway. His fist connected to the hologram’s jaw, and his living membrane did the rest. A pulse of energy ripped into the hologram, and it was just as satisfying as taking an old Earth sheet of paper and giving it to a lion. It was torn through in seconds.

    That did not mean Matthew was safe yet.

    “We have located a ship seconds from takeoff. It is close enough that you will be able to get aboard,” his armor informed him.

    “What kind of ship?”

    “A mining hauler. We have scanned it. It has complex cargo. Including a Marion ore room.”

    His eyebrows shot up. “Are you serious?”

    “No one will be able to scan you inside.”

    “Get me in there as soon as you can. I—” He spun around another corner. There was another solid-state hologram. He didn’t bother to try to punch this guy. His living membrane simply tore right through the hologram. It meant Matthew could fix his attention forward.

    He’d come to another high, split section of street that led him down to a much lower area of the Dead End Sector. And there he could see a field of ships coming and going, their sleek hulls visible as they flew high into the bright sunny sky above like massive glimmering insects. The mining hauler was right there, parked just below him, close enough that he could see the enormous vessel’s gleaming, pockmarked body. His armor had left out a very important point when it’d spoken of that vessel. It had to be 100, maybe 150 years old. But it didn’t really matter if it had a functioning Marion ore room, right?

    “Can you hack into its scanners and transporters? Can you get me on board?” Matthew demanded.

    “Yes. Hold this point.”

    “How long?”

    “20 seconds.”

    20 seconds, on the face of it, didn’t sound long. You could do a lot in 20 seconds, however – especially if you were a motivated mercenary sent by a Coalition spy determined to do as much damage as possible.

    Matthew hunkered behind his pulser, drawing it up high and firing long before he saw several assassins jump down from the closest roof. They landed in halos of dust, their boots churning up sand. But their specialized force fields churned up more. They deliberately interacted with their environment to create a chaotic scene. It was like Matthew had been transported to the surface of Jupiter and he’d been thrown right down into the Great Red Spot storm.

    He started blindly firing. They blindly fired back. Bullets sizzled past his shoulders. His computer was working on hacking into that mining ship, but either it had malfunctioning transporters and the computer had to give it power, or his armor was trying to transport undetectably so no one would know where he went. It meant Matthew was virtually alone. Alone with his gun and his senses. And he used both to his full advantage.

    He darted to the side, flipped up quickly, and twisted. He shoved his boot out, thrusting as much strength down into the heel as he could. Something connected, and there was a crunch. He saw another Merk mercenary, their sand hood whipping back from their face, their jutting, saliva-covered tusks visible. The guy had these really bulbous, bright yellow eyes that reminded Matthew of two sniper bullets coming out of nowhere. Appropriate, because another hail of gunfire blasted past his shoulders.

    One or two struck the center of his chest, his living membrane thankfully withstanding them. For now.

    Matthew didn’t bother to scream and ask how many seconds they had left. He was counting in his head. 10. He was only halfway through now.

    He heard this thunk, thunk, thunk. It sounded like something atrociously heavy approaching. The dusty street beneath him started to shake, the massive pounding vibrations eating into the soles of his shoes, dancing up to his knees, and pounding through his teeth.

    Out of the smoke and clouds of debris, he saw a full mechatronic body. About four meters tall, and glistening like it was brand-new, it didn’t belong on this world. For two reasons. It looked like it was worth 500,000 credits, and it was banned everywhere throughout the Coalition.

    It was a killing machine. And it immediately lifted its front turrets, locking them on Matthew with cruel ease.

    Two seconds. He had two seconds before he transported. But there was nowhere to go. But backward.

    So Matthew threw himself off the end of the street. He rolled backward. It was just as the section of street he’d been standing on above was destroyed. Obliterated was a better verb. It was torn apart by the superhot bullets that powered out of the mech’s turrets, and anything that had been standing there or close by was disintegrated – including the Merks.

    As Matthew dive rolled backward off the street, his face came in line with that mining vessel.

    He saw the name written across the side. The Rogers.

    A second later, just before the mechatronic unit could jump off the street and fire again, Matthew’s armor finally hacked through the ship. And he was transported away.

    He could try to tell you that he was transported from danger to safety, but this was out of the frying pan and into the fire, as the old humans would say. But not just any fire. A fire that had been waiting to burn for centuries. A fire that had finally had its first spark, and a fire that, if left alone, would consume the Coalition and everything that lay before it.

  
    Chapter 4

    Matthew Armstrong

    He arrived in the Marion ore bay.

    As he’d already said, its specific shielding would be able to protect him. No one would know where he’d gone.

    But did that matter?

    He landed down on his knees, and it was a surprise his body didn’t start steaming from the fight he’d just gone through.

    He wiped a few beads of sweat off his brow – then he tried to clean his shoulder of sand and grit. He soon gave up. He tilted up onto his feet. He turned his head up.

    There wasn’t a single scrap of Marion ore visible in this room. This massive cargo bay was empty. It was dark, the floor black, the walls black, and the ceiling somehow blacker. There were lights on, though. And critically, there was something behind him.

    He stiffened and turned.

    And there, lying on her side, her memorable hair covering her face, was the same woman he’d saved only 10 minutes ago.

    For half a second, he stared, confused, shocked, and something else. Then he rocked forward. It was just as his armor told him she was alive. A fact he confirmed as he locked his hand in front of her mouth and felt the percussive movement of her breath.

    His proximity caught her attention. She opened her eyes.

    She frowned. She looked at him. She balked and tried to kick him back. She managed to successfully lock a foot on his knee, but his armor was still operating. It meant that even if she tried to get a tractor or a mining hauler, for that matter, she wouldn’t be able to move him a single centimeter.

    She still tried, but she soon gave up. She hadn’t even used that much effort, to be honest. As she blinked quickly, it was obvious that she was starting to come to her senses. She sat slowly. “Ah… I take it you wanted to take me up on my offer for a free ticket?”

    He looked at her. Yeah, she had offered to give him a free ride. But was that really the first thing she was going to say upon waking up in a shielded ore room by his side presumably with no idea how he’d gotten here and even less of an idea how she was here herself?

    She rubbed her head. She pushed to her feet. She looked around her.

    “Oh no. This has happened again?” Her brow scrunched.

    “Is this your ship? Who’s flying it? Where are you headed?” he demanded, though that’s not what he wanted to ask. He wanted to know why she’d been lying there, unconscious in one of her own cargo bays. But right now he needed to ensure the ship was moving so he could get off this planet now before anything else went down.

    She ignored him. Rubbing her face once more, her hands soon dropped unconsciously down to her left sleeve. She paused. She rolled her lip all the way in then dragged it under her top teeth. It looked like some hapless swimmer being consumed by a riptide.

    She slowly rolled her sleeve up. He saw three perfect blue lines just above the crook of her elbow.

    She looked at them like she’d never seen them before. “Oh… that’s probably not a good sign. Now there’s another one.”

    “Look, whoever you are, I need to know that this ship is currently flying off this planet,” he said loudly as he pointedly tried to get her attention.

    She continued to ignore him.

    “I’ve wound up here three times now. That’s not good,” she muttered.

    “Do you own this ship? Are we currently flying off this planet?”

    She finally turned and looked at him. “Yeah, I think we’re en route out of here.” She locked an arm around her stomach, placed her elbow against her hand, then used her other hand to drag her fingers down her face. She soon caught her nose in a stiff grip. She turned her nails all the way in, closed her eyes, then dropped her fingers to her teeth. She tapped them over and over again in a very nervous move.

    “What happened to you?” Matthew finally asked the one question he probably should have from the beginning.

    She looked at him. She had… an arresting gaze. Maybe not everyone would think that way, but it certainly stopped him in his place. “I’m not really sure. This is the third time it has happened to me in the past two months. It’s getting pretty weird.” She abruptly shook her head as if she was getting over it. “Okay, what’s your name? I offered you a free ride, and I’m always good for my word. I’m—”

    “Misty Rogers,” he muttered. “What exactly is wrong with you?” He delivered that slowly and haltingly. His armor was already scanning her. The answer was nothing. She was in perfect health. So why had she been knocked out in one of her own cargo bays, exactly?

    She threw her arms up. “Not sure. It’s been happening for the past two months, though. It’s only happened three times… so I’m just going to ignore it,” she muttered. She started to walk to the left.

    “Where are you going?” he demanded.

    “I’m getting out of here. I’ve got to get up to the bridge… I have a feeling… something important is waiting there for me.” She drummed her fingers on her leg. “I can’t remember the past five minutes, though.”

    He shot her the kind of look that deserved. There were two possibilities here. One was that she was crazy. And to be fair, the other was that she was crazy, too. Because as his armor scanned her again, he confirmed that there was nothing wrong with her body. It could not account for the sanctity of her sanity, however.

    She reached an apparently random section of the room and waved a hand high.

    … Had Matthew just left certain danger for an entirely different kind of danger? Sure, this woman didn’t appear to want to kill him, but the last thing he should do was jump on a transport with a crazy captain. Especially something as old and rickety as this.

    “Don’t look at me like that,” she muttered. She had her back to him, but she must have very good peripheral senses. “I’m just trying to get my robots’ attention. But they might be busy…” she muttered. She slowed down, and it was clear she was trying to think about what had happened to her.

    Matthew couldn’t let her think for long. He took another step forward. “I need to stay on this ship. At least until we are out in space.”

    “You’re not Marion ore, so why would you want to be here?” she muttered to him.

    The disjointed way she said it as if she was reading from a mauled script confirmed his worst suspicions.

    “Hey, Alpha,” she said as she pushed up onto her tippy toes and waved harder. “Get me out of here. It happened again. God, why do I keep waking up in the ore room? I stopped drinking Turian Peach ale years ago. It can’t be that.”

    Boom. That was it. The last straw. Matthew took a step toward her. He opened his hand wide. “Who else is on the ship? Are you in charge?”

    She looked at him. “I’m the captain. It’s just me and my three robots. Why?” She made a sour face at him. It was clear that her mind wasn’t quite working, but now he watched the second her eyes widened and her natural fear response started to take over. “You’re not gonna make me sign some kind of life clause like that Whomara, right? He seemed so nice at the time. He had such a sob story. I didn’t think he was actually going to kill me. You’re not gonna kill me too, are you?”

    She spoke so quickly, downloading so much in one sentence that even Matthew with his assisted brain couldn’t keep up. He shook his head. “I’m not gonna kill you. But I’m going to take over the ship. Sorry.”

    She blinked once. “Take over my ship? What?”

    All throughout this conversation, he’d been in contact with his computer. Even though this room was shielded, it could still access the controls of this vessel. It would soon hack through them, delivering full access to Matthew. He didn’t want to do this, but his mission was more important.

    “Wait, are you some kind of mercenary?” She put a hand up and shook her head. “I’ll call the Coalition,” she stammered. “If you try to do anything, they’ll be here in a heartbeat from Guardian Station Alpha,” she stammered. “I warn you, I’ve even done some Coalition training.” She weakly brought her hands up in a defensive position.

    “But I’ve done more. There’s no point calling the Coalition. I am the Coalition. And I now,” he glanced to the left, “have full access to this vessel. You’ll be asked to do as you are told.”

    She blinked again. “The Coalition doesn’t steal mining vessels.”

    “I’m not stealing it. We’ll get out of here, then I’ll go on my own way. Do you understand?”

    She clearly didn’t. She shook her head. “I told you, I have some Coalition training—”

    Now he had full access to the ship, he could look up her Coalition Citizen File. He did.

    His mind flashed through all of the information, taking it in quickly. Though, to be fair, there wasn’t that much to take in. By the sounds of it, Misty Rogers hadn’t led the easiest life. For 15 years, she’d been locked up in a medical institution with an incurable case of a random subspace genetic disorder. After that, she’d scraped together a new life and bought this ship with her inheritance. Yeah, she had done some Coalition training in there. Apparently she’d wanted to join – but with her medical history she couldn’t. Occasionally the Coalition ran training camps for sick kids just like her, though. But by training, he was referring to a one-day camp.

    He looked right at her. “A one-day camp doesn’t count as Coalition training, ma’am.”

    She blinked wildly, those doe eyes always staring out at him, more intriguing than ever. Why was it that when she stared at him, he couldn’t look away? You remember what he’d said previously? His mind was like a focused laser. So why couldn’t it focus now?

    “You read my citizen file? How could you do that? It’s a locked Coalition file. You managed to hack into it in only a few seconds? Who are you?”

    “I told you, I’m Coalition too. A Coalition captain, and that’s all you need to know. For the immediate future, I’ll be the captain of this vessel, as well. You will do only as I say.”

    She just stood there, mouth agape, obviously struggling to understand a word he’d just said.

    So he just repeated them. Standing up tall, ensuring his chest puffed out at the right angle and his jaw was just as hard as an ice pick, he repeated, “For the foreseeable future until I get out of here, I will be the captain of this vessel.”

    “You can’t do that. A true Coalition soldier wouldn’t—”

    “Don’t talk to me about true Coalition soldiers. True Coalition soldiers wouldn’t run a ship like this. Are you even sure this room is shielded?” He asked that, but his computer had already confirmed it. This was the perfect room to hide out in. Perhaps the only room on all of Pop-Up World Beta 12 that would’ve given him this opportunity. He just hoped this rust bucket would be able to get far enough away from the pop-up world without having the ship equivalent of an aneurysm and stopping dead in space.

    “Who the hell do you think you are to come aboard my vessel, insult me, and then take command?”

    He gazed right down his nose at her. “I told you, I’m the captain.”

    “Do you have a name, Captain? I’ve shared mine with you. Misty Rogers—”

    He snorted. He didn’t know why. Come on, he was a captain. This was not his first rodeo. Though his intelligence work often saw him mixing with various members of the galactic community, he knew how to keep his head above petty disputes. He didn’t know exactly what he was doing now, though, but laughing at her name, however fun it was, was not keeping his head above anything at all.

    Her bottom lip puckered out. It did this strange twisting twitching thing. “What, don’t like the name Misty?”

    “You sound like a cat.”

    “And that confirms the fact that you’re not a Coalition captain.” She suddenly jumped up as far as she could and waved her hand. “Alpha, get me out of here, right now. I don’t care if you have to use the cargo transporters. I will run the risk of strawberrying over all of the walls.”

    “Two things. Strawberrying is not a verb. And another – you’re not in control of this ship anymore. I am.”

    Her jaw clunked open again. He had to admit there was something almost amusing about it. Sorry, wrong word. He couldn’t quite get at the correct one, though. This niggling energy had picked up in his stomach ever since he’d laid eyes on that woman, ever since she’d run into him, stolen his gun, then flitted out of his life, never to return. Or that had been the promise.

    Now Misty Rogers was back.

    For now, a warning voice noted in the back of his head. As soon as they got far enough away from Pop-Up World Beta 12, he’d contact Admiral Forest, and she would rendezvous to take him off this rust bucket. Then Misty could do whatever it was Misty did.

    She jumped up and down and waved one more time, then swore under her breath. She crossed her arms defensively. “Do you even have any clue how to run a ship of this size?”

    “Yeah, because I am a captain of the Coalition. I run much bigger vessels.”

    “So you know what that noise means?” she asked, crossing her arms tighter until the fabric of her light blue jumpsuit scrunched. There was nothing to describe what her lips did. They twisted. He’d never seen someone with that much control over their mouth. Or perhaps, he’d never paid as much attention as he did now. “That noise is rather important, Captain,” she said derisively in the kind of tone that would’ve gotten her kicked out of the Coalition faster than a comet out of an unfriendly asteroid belt.

    There were so many noises in this ship. Regardless of the fact that this room itself was very sheltered, he could still pick up various hums and vibrations. They pitched up through the floor and shook down through the ceiling. “Which sound would that be?”

    “The exact shudder of the engine,” she said, twisting her head to the side, half closing her eyes, and concentrating until this calm overcame her usually irate expression. “It suggests one of the engine cores has just run into some trouble. But I mean, you know that, considering you’re a real captain and all.”

    “The ship’s diagnostics don’t show—”

    She laughed. “Anything? Because the diagnostics are always wrong. Yeah. The thing about a ship like this,” she brought her foot up and stamped it down, her black flight boots clicking hard against the floor plating beneath her, “is you need to have good instincts. You can’t use fancy computers. You have to know what you’re doing. If you don’t, you’ll be dead in space soon enough. This might technically be a Coalition area, but that doesn’t matter. I’ve run into more than enough trouble over the past two months to confirm that this sector of space is just as deadly as they come. But hey,” she gestured wide with her arms, “considering you’re the captain and all, you know exactly what to do. So go ahead and do it.” She flashed a frown at him.

    He took a second to judge her. He shrugged his shoulders. “Nice try. The engine is fine.” He checked and rechecked with his computer. You could tell a lot based on a vibration shuddering through a ship’s floor. Not all of them were the same. You had to watch out for the chaotic pulses – the ones that would come and go, powering into your feet only to slip back like the gentle rocking of waves on a sheltered beach. They’d remind one of arrhythmia – a heart that didn’t know whether to pelt or to stop beating forever. But that’s not what he felt right now. He narrowed his eyes for half a second as he re-checked and rechecked again with his computer. Then he shrugged.

    “You don’t look like you’re wearing armor. But you must be doing something very sophisticated. You must also have neural implants. Exactly who are you again?” she muttered directly.

    His cheeks paled. He’d called her bluff about the engines, but in doing so, he’d revealed far more than he wanted to.

    He’d underestimated this Misty Rogers. He would not do so again.

    He clasped both hands on his hips. He took up the stance he would if he were teaching a recruit – not that he’d ever done something like that. Such tasks were for the kinds of people who weren’t being used to cut down the Coalition’s enemies, one by one. “Your mission is simple. Do as I say. While you’re there, sit down. I want you somewhere where I can see you.”

    She rolled her eyes at him. “I’m right in front of you.” She still sat down. She was somehow being more compliant now, and he went to question why, but then he let his gaze dart back over to her. Her lips pulled thin, and she secured him in that rather intelligent glare. A few seconds ago before that prescient comment from earlier, he wouldn’t have labeled her glare as intelligent in the least. Now he had to reassess her.

    And he also had to check himself.

    But more importantly than that, he needed to go on a tour of the ship to see what he was dealing with here. Remotely.

    He turned his back to her. He didn’t want her to look at his expression while he was distracted.

    “If you want me somewhere where you can see me, you have to look my way,” she spluttered angrily.

    “I don’t need to lock my eyes on you to know what you’re doing.”

    “Which confirms that you have fancy armor,” she said excitedly. “Exactly what kind is it? I don’t want to believe you are a Coalition soldier, considering you are the most arrogant idiot I’ve ever come across. But you have to be. I don’t know anyone else who uses discreet, powerful armor like that. Are you from the intelligence corps?”

    Boom. Bam. She was quick, she never missed a step, and unfortunately for him, she was right on every account.

    His back was already to her, so he didn’t have to control his expression.

    He logged into his computer again. “Take me through the security footage of the ship,” he thought. “I need to know exactly what I’m dealing with. Also look for any maintenance robots,” he added.

    “Captain, your back might be to me, but you are not very good at controlling your body language,” she muttered. “So you’re from the intelligence corps, then? What exactly is a soldier from the intelligence corps doing on Market World Beta 12? It’s the anomalies in this sector, isn’t it? Those freaking anomalies. You know I ran into one two months ago?”

    “You can stop speaking now, Misty. You have been ordered to sit still and stay quiet. You said you wanted to be part of the Coalition – this is your training.”

    “I am part of the Coalition. I’m just not a Coalition soldier. And no – you can’t control what I think. That was part of the training camp I went to, you know. A good soldier follows orders. But orders can’t and shouldn’t dictate how you feel.”

    He couldn’t control himself. He turned swiftly. He had no idea why he needed to get one up on this woman, but he did. “A good Coalition soldier always acts in a way to protect the Coalition. They follow orders, because we trust in those above us. And yes, feelings come into that. Feelings are the most important part, in fact. We are loyal, we take an oath to protect, and we do everything we can to ensure peace and stability for all because we want to – because it’s the right thing to do. Now, I don’t need to hear any more untrue lessons from a washout.” He turned again. He shouldn’t have added that last bit. He didn’t turn quite quickly enough not to see the disappointment that flashed in her gaze.

    She wasn’t a washout. She hadn’t been kicked out of the training program. She’d never gotten to go to the Academy in the first place – she’d been exempted due to her health issue. It was a very unfair portrayal of her situation and was one that, in almost any other situation, he would rectify.

    Not now. Misty was an unnecessary, unwanted distraction – one that needed to be silent so he could concentrate.

    He heard her cross her arms again – apparently her go-to move. It allowed him to focus on his computer. He started to see security footage from around the ship. Suffice to say, he did not much like what he observed. It was huge. He could already derive that from the fact that this vessel had a Marion ore room. If you trucked stuff like that around the galaxy, then you had to be big, by default. It was to do with the gravimetric pressures involved. Plus, mining haulers were never small. You didn’t go all the way across the Milky Way to pick up a handful of rocks. You picked up as much as you absolutely could – as much as you could get away with – then you promptly turned around and hauled it right back to its destination.

    The thing about big ships like this, however, was when they operated on a skeleton crew – which included Misty and whatever robots helped her – was that problems always compounded. You couldn’t physically do everything you needed to, day by day, so you only did the most important things. Which meant, day by day, new little problems cropped up and accrued. After a week, after a month, and certainly after a year, you would have a massive problem on your hands. The kind of problem that would take out life-support, crash your ship into an asteroid, and otherwise leave you dead, dead, dead.

    As he logged into the security footage of the ship, his computer continued to run a diagnostic. Quite likely the first proper diagnostic that had been run in 50 years. Missy hadn’t owned this ship for long, but the guy who’d owned it before her had done the bare minimum too.

    There were problems in… absolutely every single system. It was a surprise life-support even functioned. The fact that this ship could move was a miracle.

    He soon grabbed his chin, twisted his fingers in, and swore under his breath. “Computer,” he communicated neurologically, “is this ship a flight risk? It’s a surprise its engines haven’t torn themselves apart years ago.”

    “While it seems statistically unlikely that this vessel functions, it has been functioning relatively unscathed for most of its commission.”

    That was his computer’s version of saying that miracles do happen.

    Sure, but Matthew would prefer not to be flying in one right now. He gripped his chin again. “Fine. It’ll keep flying. I don’t really care as long as we can get somewhere far enough away from Beta 12 that no one knows I’m here. Speaking of which, how long until I can get out of this room?”

    “Two minutes,” the computer answered.

    Matthew’s brows practically flatlined, shoving down against his eyes so far, they could’ve pushed them into his nose. “Only two minutes? How fast is this ship flying?”

    “It left Beta 12 at maximum speed.”

    Matthew didn’t need to turn and face Misty to know why. That would be the Whomara who’d tried to kill her.

    Fine. Two minutes, he told himself. He could withstand that.

    Withstand being the operative verb.

    Misty, apparently, could only sit still and follow orders for so long. She soon jerked to her feet. She strode in front of him and waved a hand a few centimeters in front of his eyes.

    He settled his gaze forward, letting it slide down the bridge of his nose like someone setting up a shot with a sniper rifle. An image he had all too much experience with, frankly. “Yes?” he muttered gruffly, lips barely opening, his throat a narrow silo for his gathering irritation.

    “There’s a problem with the engine,” she said.

    He rolled his eyes. “This again? It didn’t work last time—”

    His computer beeped. “There appears to be a problem with the engine output. Unit five—”

    She started to count on her fingers. “I bet it’s unit five. It just needs to be recalibrated. You have to do that manually. Now you have full control of the ship, I don’t know what my maintenance bots are doing. To be honest, I wouldn’t let them do something like this, anyway. I need to go out there and fix it personally.”

    “How the hell have you been running a ship like this for so long without it falling down around your ears? How is this thing still flying? How has it not sailed into the closest star and blown up?”

    Her lips puckered as she looked at him. “Is it my turn to ask a question yet? Are all of the high-level assets in the Coalition Intelligence Corps as emotional as you?”

    … Ouch. Misty might not look like it, but she was one hell of a sparring partner. One who knew how to get him where it hurt.

    His lips shrunk together like someone had just shoved them in an oven. “Answer the question. What kind of life is this for anyone to lead? This rust bucket is days from falling down around your ears. You—”

    “Freedom comes at a cost, Captain,” she said, speaking right over the top of him, but her voice much weaker than his. Or at least much quieter. There was an ease about it, though. Ease he rarely saw. Maybe sometimes he glimpsed it in the eyes of the truly accomplished admirals. It was what happened when someone had seen everything, done everything, and come out the other side. In other words, it was tested knowledge. When you entered the Academy, while they tried to drill everything they knew about space into your head, they were just facts. You had to wait until you were actually out there, living and breathing the dangers of the Milky Way, until that knowledge became real.

    Then you’d meet someone like Misty. Somebody who could embody their words, syllable by syllable. Somebody who knew what they were saying, because they’d been tested in the crucible of truth and somehow survived the fire.

    She looked at his feet briefly then up at his face. “Life doesn’t come with any guarantees. Nor does it come with any explanations. I chose this life. Now, unless you let me out there to get to the engine, we’ll have a big fat problem on our hands, Captain,” she added. Weirdly, she didn’t do it sarcastically.

    He straightened.

    “You can now leave,” his computer informed him.

    “Then transport me out of here,” he thought back quickly.

    “Not recommended. The ship’s transporters have limited efficacy with biological membranes.” What his computer was trying to say in a fancy, roundabout way was that he’d be taking his life into his own hands if he used the car go transporters of a 120-year-old mining vessel to move his soft flesh and skull.

    He sighed. “Open the door,” he growled.

    He made the mistake of doing that out loud. Missy narrowed her eyes at him. “You really can’t be an actual captain, can you? There’s no way you can treat those under your command like that.”

    “Ordinarily those under my command have earned their positions. They have shown me they are capable of looking after one another and their ship. You—”

    “Have been running this ship on my own for years, Captain. And I’ll be running it on my own for years when you finally leave. The exit is this way.”

    He followed along a few steps behind her.

    Matthew knew his way around the intelligence community. Heck, he knew his way around most of the Coalition. There were few other captains like him. Not just with the title special in their rank. There were few with the same skills – the same attitude, too. So how was it that a simple, somewhat crooked transport captain was giving him a run for his money? And why did he feel, right down in the pit of his stomach, as if this, whatever it was, was only just getting started?

  
    Chapter 5

    Misty Rogers

    So… this was terrible. Space had a talent for throwing things in your face you didn’t expect. Usually it was just asteroids or pirates. To be fair, she didn’t like either, but she would give anything to be free of this Coalition captain, even if it was certain death at the hands of a crusty mercenary. The second this guy had come on board and proclaimed he was from the Coalition, she’d of course not believed him. Now it had been confirmed.

    Misty came across a lot of various armor units. From items she hauled around, to mercenaries on deadbeat planets just like the one she’d just left – she’d seen everything over the years. She’d even seen holographic armor. She had never seen anything close to what the captain was wearing, however.

    It had to be on him, even though she could not see it, because it was assisting him to do the almost impossible. It had transported him straight into her Marion ore room. And it had given him control of her ship in… what, under 20 seconds?

    That meant he was definitely Coalition. It was in his attitude, too. Not his arrogance – just the way he held himself. The way he stood up straight, the way his chest pushed out, the way his eyes stared at the world like they could divide it up into good and bad. That didn’t mean she agreed with his conclusions. That wasn’t the point. The point was that for now until the foreseeable future, he had control of her ship.

    They made it out to the corridor beyond the Marion ore room.

    As soon as he strode out, Misty turned. She stared back into the room. She wondered if she saw a slight flicker. Had that disc reappeared?

    The first thing she’d done when waking up in the room was to look for it. It hadn’t been there. You know what? It hadn’t been there the other two times she’d woken up in the room, either.

    The captain took a step forward, chest still puffed out, head pivoting like he was some kind of hawk looking for his next prey. “This corridor is in terrible disrepair. That Marion ore room is the most important room you have on the ship—”

    “No. The life-support system is. Are you sure you’ve been into space before, Captain?” She couldn’t help but get one over on him. It helped to distract her just as her fingers clutched toward her left arm. She wanted to yank her sleeve up again. She wanted to count the lines. She didn’t need to. She could feel that there were three now. It was just this faint, kind of far distant tingle. It was almost like it was a part of her body – not lifeless ink marking her skin.

    She shivered and shook her head.

    He turned. “Go back into the room. I’ve got this.”

    “You really don’t. You have to have very delicate hands to deal with unit five. It’s this way.” She strode off down the corridor in the right direction. In a ship this big, you really needed to know the most efficient route between A-B – or you’d get lost. With no other crew, that was just as serious as it sounded.

    “I already have the blueprint of the vessel,” the captain tried.

    “Yeah. But unless you want to become dead in space in the next five minutes, ignore everything you got off the computer and follow me.”

    She was surprised when he hesitated then actually followed her. She imagined men like the captain did only whatever they thought and never what other people thought.

    Ironic considering he’d given her that spiel about following orders.

    And no, she wasn’t a washout, she wanted to turn around swiftly and tell him. She’d just never had the same opportunities as him.

    She tried not to sigh too loudly. The last thing you wanted to do with someone like this captain was give them any rope at all to hang you with.

    Rather than use the elevators, she reached one of the many ladders that joined up the various levels of this hulking vessel. She didn’t climb down the rungs but pulled her sleeves over her wrists and slid down.

    It was a little dangerous, and once or twice, she’d accidentally hit the floor below too fast and broken an ankle. But that’s what the med bay was for, ha?

    “Be careful,” he snapped.

    She fortunately didn’t break her ankle this time. She grabbed the last rung, turned her head all the way up, and frowned at him. “Why do you care, Captain?”

    “Because I’m here to fix this ship, not you.”

    She looked away quickly. Knowing him, he’d likely add there would be no fixing her anyway. She was far too broken, ha?

    That was a self-loathing thought she hadn’t heard for a while. But it was a thought that had beset her for 15 whole years.

    She’d never thought she’d make it this far. So no, she would not turn around now, even as the captain told her to slow down.

    In under a minute, they reached the engineering bay. There was no door separating it from the rest of the ship. It had been ripped apart and used for spare parts long ago. In fact, Alpha’s left cheek came from it, including a repair to the command seat and, critically, a repair to the hangar bay doors.

    The captain jumped up beside her. He stared at the missing door. He looked at her. “You know how dangerous it is not to have an engineering door, right? What if the cores go critical?”

    “On a ship like this?” She looked at him pointedly. “The whole ship goes boom. If the cores go critical, there’s nothing anyone can do.”

    “The door might give you a chance to escape.”

    “To escape, I would need to have functioning escape pods. I don’t. They were ripped down for spare parts long ago.”

    “Which is a traffic violation. Don’t be surprised if this ship is deemed unspaceworthy at its next inspection.”

    She turned around. She shoved a hand into her pocket and walked backward through the doorway. “Do captains of the intelligence corps routinely hand out traffic violations?” She relished the opportunity to stare at him as she said this. He’d kept turning his back on her in the Marion ore room.

    Now he jutted his chin out and locked his steely stare forward. “You—”

    She heard a certain thump coming from under her feet. She immediately made a face. “Crap.” She whirled around.

    Core Five was about to break. It wouldn’t technically take down the rest of the ship, but it would leave them dead in space.

    “What are you doing?” he snapped.

    “Saving us,” she called back.

    She hauled her ass across the room, quickly making it to the core bay. It was down on a lower level. There were five massive pulsing core silos. They reached all the way up to the ceiling a good 40 meters above. And while that sounded like an extraordinary height, you had to remember what kind of ship this was. One of the cargo bays had a ceiling 100 meters high.

    “Crap, crap, crap,” she spat.

    Skidding to the side, she reached the console at the front of the core bay. She tapped her hand on it once, and the door just beneath it opened. She grasped up a mechanical kit.

    Then she snatched hold of a head mask. She didn’t have the time to fully suit up.

    And yeah, she appreciated how dangerous that was. If the cores decided to randomly discharge, which they could under this much stress, Misty would not live to tell the tale.

    “What are you doing?” he demanded, voice as strident as any Coalition captain’s ought to be.

    “Saving our asses,” she spat.

    She approached the core door. Their bases were all made out of strong shining silver metal plating. There was a small door you could use to get to the core infrastructure at the front of each one.

    Slamming a hand down on it, she accessed the input panel, but when that fizzled out, she had to use the manual flywheel at the front.

    When the captain realized what she was doing – that she intended to go inside the core while it was still in operation – he flung himself forward and reached the door, but it was too late. She’d already opened it. There was a small crawlspace within. She yanked herself inside, dragging her toolkit with her. It clunked against the tiny opening. She kicked the kit open with the base of her left boot, grabbed the hyper wrench, turned it on with a violent tap of her palm, then went to work.

    “Get out of there now. If the cores discharge, you’ll be dead meat,” he bellowed. He somehow sounded like he cared.

    She ignored him. She had to concentrate on the task.

    She could do that sometimes. Yeah, occasionally – okay, most of the time – she got distracted. When she was under pressure like this, she could perform, however. You see, she had to. That was the thing about being in space on your own. If you didn’t do it, no one else would.

    She worked fast, and in under two minutes, she had stabilized the core.

    Wiping sweat off her brow, she smiled.

    She went to drag herself out of the small crawlspace, but then she got distracted by a new problem. It was hardly critical. A conduit just needed to be re-sealed. It was losing too much energy and would be a drag on the rest of the engines.

    But Misty didn’t get the chance to reach for her tools again. Her feet were hanging out of the pit. And that would be when the captain grabbed them and dragged her out of there.

    She spluttered the whole way, her collar rucking up behind her now messy hair. She twisted and stared up at him. “What the heck are you doing?”

    “Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?” he snapped.

    She shrugged. “The core is stabilized. It’s not dangerous anymore.”

    “You entered an engine while in operation without the correct safety equipment. You—”

    She launched up to her feet and faced him. “You know, from the look in your eyes, it’s like you’re about to tell me that I’ll be kicked out of the Coalition. As you already told me, I’m not in the Coalition. So who cares?” She arched her shoulders, grabbed her kit, locked it up, and closed off the engine access. She turned and glowered at him.

    “Yeah, someone like you would never make it in the Coalition. You’d be kicked out on day one.”

    “You know? Someone like you shouldn’t make it in the Coalition,” she snapped back, not in the mood to back down anymore. She had given this guy too much quarter already. It wasn’t just that he was arrogant. It was that he had the gumption to think he was in control of her ship. Sure, it was rickety, it wasn’t perfect, and it wasn’t maintained by the best Coalition engineers. But it was still her ship.

    He took one step toward her. She wouldn’t call it threatening so much as the perfect definition of looming. Things that can truly loom like storm clouds or powerful warriors don’t have to threaten you. Their sheer existence is the threatening thing in the first place.

    “You have no idea what it takes to be in the Coalition. You are nothing more than a maverick. Some crooked captain who’s trying to get away with as much as they can to make as much profit as they can – people’s lives be damned.”

    “Sorry, crooked captain? Speak for yourself. I’ve never broken a single Coalition law.”

    “Except the law that says you cannot run a functioning registered vessel without escape pods,” he snarled back.

    She twitched slightly. “It’s an unnecessary law if you’re flying alone. You know what happens to transport captains when they run into trouble? They have to go down with their ship. If they don’t, then everybody who paid them to haul things comes after them. If I encounter pirates, I don’t get to wave the flag and wait for a Coalition cruiser to come save me. And no, the pirates will not give me the opportunity to flee. We live in two very different worlds, Captain.” It was her turn to take a step up to him.

    She was usually never this forward – with anyone. She was a happy-go-lucky captain who promised you she could get your haul across the galaxy in the blink of an eye, even if she didn’t want to look you directly in the eye because you were as scary as hell.

    But there was something about this guy that brought out the worst in her.

    “You—” the captain began.

    But that would be when her three maintenance bots came careening into the room. There was Alpha at the lead. He blinked his one functioning eye at her.

    He could make expressions – rudimentary ones, at least. Now his flat mouth opened wider than usual. “You are alive.”

    She shrugged. “Yeah. I am. This guy here might think fixing the engine while it’s on is dangerous, but come on, I’ve done it hundreds of times before.”

    Alpha twisted his head further to the side. “You are alive. You were shot dead. This is confusing. We assumed the footage we received of you in the Marion ore room was somehow mistaken. We see now it was not.”

    The captain spluttered. Then he laughed. He crossed his arms – his very beefy arms. It might look defensive when Misty did that. It was a whole different world when he did it.

    She had to admit she discreetly stared at the way his biceps bulged.

    “So you’re not the only crazy person on the ship, then?” the captain snarled at her. “Those are Series 3 maintenance bots, right?”

    “We are indeed Series 3 maintenance bots,” Alpha began.

    “You were superseded about 50 years ago. Is this your entire crew?” The captain turned on her again.

    She just shot him a look. She didn’t have the brain power to fight with him right now. Alpha was crazy, that was for sure. But he never usually said things that weren’t true. Nor did he say things that unsettled her this much unnecessarily. Her stomach pitched, itchy nerves tingling up into her torso, then twisting around, grabbing hold of her shoulders, and finally reaching the back of her neck in a cold rush. Fear stabbed through her hindbrain and quickly pulsed into her parting lips. “What do you mean I was shot, Alpha?”

    “You were shot dead by the Whomara you made an inadvisable contract with. It happened on the bridge.”

    Misty’s lips opened. They closed. They opened again. They closed. She looked down at her left arm. She slowly peeked underneath her sleeve. Sure enough, there were three lines there. But what the hell did it mean?

    The captain just looked from her bots back to her. “So everyone on this ship is crazy, then? Great. Speaking of the bridge though, you’ll take me there now. I am the commander of this vessel for the foreseeable future.” He strode ahead.

    Good. It allowed Misty the time to stand there, this wave of vulnerability striking her. Why did it feel… as crazy as it sounded, why did it feel as if Alpha was right? She had died. But somehow, she’d come back to life.

    “You are not staying here on your own. You’ve already proven that you are not up for the vagaries of space. This way,” the captain barked at her.

    Misty did not want to follow him – especially not with that attitude, but she also didn’t want to be alone.

    She rushed after him, her maintenance bots floating behind her.

    This time the captain led the way. He must really have a functioning blueprint of this vessel, because he knew where the closest elevator was.

    He strode into it, took one look at its size – and the fact that the back panel had been pulled off long ago – and shot her another pointed look.

    But Misty wasn’t up for bantering with him right now. She tapped her fingers quickly on her thigh. She went to peek underneath her left sleeve again, but a frown cut across the captain’s lips as fast as a knife through butter. “Why do you keep staring at the tattoos on your arm?”

    She made eye contact with him. She didn’t say a word.

    His eyes narrowed in another pulse, like an already clenched fist twitching just that little bit tighter.

    Then the elevator ground to a stop, the gears underneath it shuddering, and opened with a ping to the bridge.

    The captain walked out like he owned the place.

    He stopped by the command chair, knees locking, feet skidding.

    Why did he stop so suddenly? Oh yeah, because there was a very specific singe mark across the top of it. The kind you might get from a gun.
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