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HE LIKED HIS PLANS clean, like a ledger. No smudges, no uncertainty. Emotions, though, always seemed to smear the ink. Taren knew his temporary partners well enough to know they were full of them. Full of emotions. Full of chances to screw things up. And they couldn’t afford any mistakes.

Soft rubber padding muffled his footsteps as he made his way down the corridor, providing an odd sense of comfort amid the cold, slick lines of the dark walls. He stopped when he reached a specific section, an almost imperceptible door sliding open soundlessly to allow him passage.

Although the place was empty, Taren sauntered into the meeting room with the confidence of a landlord surveying his property. Overhead lights flared on, stark and bright, throwing sharp highlights on the black walls and furniture.

He plopped down on the chair at the head of the table, his fingers brushing over the surface, activating a touch-screen. A gentle swipe down dimmed the lights, while a few taps turned on screens on the walls, and brought to life a 3D hologram from the middle of the table.

The Coalition’s Research Base X-21.

He interlaced his fingers, elbows on the table, studying the data with quiet intensity.

The map of the research base spun slowly above the holographic table, its sleek lines masking its true nature—a fortress bristling with cutting-edge security and deadly weapons.

Taren had memorized every corridor, every security protocol, every exit route. But the real prize wasn’t its destruction—it was what he could snatch in the chaos. Amid the wreckage, he’d claim what the Coalition valued most. They weren’t just building weapons; they were rewriting the rules of war, trying to bend time to their will. The Coalition’s newest temporal research could set him up for life, if he played this right. And if Taren had his way, he’d be the one holding all the cards when the dust settled.

But he knew he couldn’t do it alone.

He had gotten involved with his current partners for one simple reason: to get a clear shot at the Coalition and to dismantle everything that they were so desperately trying to hold on to. Jax and Chase, for all their moral dilemmas, were just tools to use in this objective—an objective he was still very keen on completing. 

Back in one of their previous missions, they’d almost lost it all. It was a good reminder never to trust anyone fully but himself–To keep a close watch on his little tools when needed. There was no room for errors here. He needed what that station held in its bowels—not just for leverage, but as insurance. A ticket to a future where he could finally stop looking over his shoulder. Something that would put him beyond even the Coalition’s reach. And with the station gone, any hope the Coalition had for that new planet-killer weapon would go with it. If it meant playing Jax and Chase for fools, so be it.

He stretched back against his chair, resting his boots on the table, his fingers hovering over the controls. 

The door slid open with barely a sound. Jax came in first, ever the pragmatist, his alien eyes scanning the room like a hunter checking for traps. Chase followed close behind, stiff and guarded—but to Taren, he looked like a newborn Mantix trailing after its mother. Once, Chase had trusted him, followed him like he now followed Jax—though not with the same kind of love. But trust was a fragile thing, and Taren had shattered it long before Jax entered the picture.

He pushed the thought aside, studying their tired faces. Weeks of relentless missions had worn them down, but they couldn’t stop now. If they wanted to stay ahead of the Coalition, they needed to keep moving. The longer they waited between strikes, the more likely the Coalition would figure out who was hitting them—and where they were headed next.

Chase sat down first, as far from Taren as possible—like always. This time, though, Jax settled beside him. A rarity, Taren noted, as the man usually preferred to stand, true to his ex bounty hunter nature, ready to move at a moment’s notice. 

The hologram’s blue-green glow played across their faces, catching the tension and wariness in their expressions.

They still didn’t trust him. Smart of them, really.

He watched them as they assessed the information he’d set out for them. Chase leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms tightly. Taren wondered idly who he thought he was fooling, pretending to be nonchalant when his muscles were wound tighter than a spring. Jax kept his eyes glued to the hologram, seeming to count the little red dots that showed the security systems.

The low buzz of electronics filled the room, amplifying the silence that formed between them.

“This is impossible,” Jax finally broke the silence.

Taren tilted his head, unable to resist pushing his buttons. “Is it? I thought you’d be a little more adventurous than that.”

Jax waved at the hologram. “We have to blow it up from a distance.”

The most sensible plan indeed, Taren knew. But Jax was out of his mind if he thought he’d let them blow up that treasure trove. No, they weren’t destroying that place before he got what he’d come for.

“Now that is impossible,” Taren stated, savoring the flicker of frustration crossing their faces. Chase’s frown deepened, right on cue.

“Why?” Chase asked. “Looks to me like you could blast it a few times and it’d be done for.”

Taren snorted, letting his amusement show. “Oh, Chase. So innocent. Do you really think the Coalition wouldn’t throw everything they’ve got into protecting their shiny weapons lab?” He shook his head, gesturing lazily at the hologram. “They’re not just going to let you blow it up from afar like some holodrama hero.”

Chase scowled at him like a child. “It’s a space station, Taren. Everything’s connected to the reactors. Hit those, and the whole thing should go up.”

“Ah, yes. The classic ‘blow the reactors and walk away from the explosion’ approach. Very cinematic. Unfortunately, like I just told you, it doesn’t work here. Are you even paying attention?” Taren played up the condescension, just to annoy him. And it would have worked, had dear Jax not stepped in and calmed him down with a touch.

Hm, interesting, how they had each other tamed.

Taren flicked a few buttons on the table’s console, zooming in on the station’s interior. “See this?” Different sections of the hologram flared brighter. 

“The reactors are redundant. Spread out across four quadrants. Blow one up, and the others pick up the slack. You’d need to sabotage all four simultaneously, which—spoiler alert—is impossible from the outside.” 

The conversation was playing out exactly as he’d expected. Chase’s idealism, Jax’s practicality, both of them dancing to his tune without even realizing it. He explained the complexities of the station’s defenses, watching their reactions carefully. The more impossible he made it sound, the more likely they’d be to accept whatever plan he came up with. And the more chaos during the mission, the easier it would be to slip away unnoticed with what he really came for.

Taren turned to them, raising a brow. “Unless you have a fleet hidden somewhere?” He taunted. 

Chase’s jaw tightened, but Jax’s voice cut in, cold as ice. “What about some type of round about? Surely, if we attack one at a time in a row—”

Taren shook his head. “The moment we hit it once, their shields will triple. You won’t be able to take them down with a few blasts. Sure—if you had a battleship with state-of-the-art artillery, maybe.” He waved a hand lightly. “But this isn’t just any shield, Boaz. It’s a prototype. Regenerative and adaptive. Even if we hit it with everything we’ve got, it’ll recover before we even scuff the paint.”

Once more, the two fell silent, and Taren gave them their space to mull over things. Just... not too much. 

“Is there a way to take out the shields first?” Chase asked, though Taren was sure he knew better.

“Don’t you think I’d have mentioned it if we could?” Taren shook his head. “There’s one more thing we need to watch out for.”

“What’s that? Do they have radioactive guard dogs, too?” Chase asked with a huff.

Taren chuckled. “Not quite.”

“Then what?” Jax asked, exasperation surfacing easily, telling Taren he was pushing all the right buttons.

“The moment the station detects a breach, all the data gets sent to a secondary relay station.”

“You’re kidding,” Chase asked, crestfallen.

“I’m not.” Taren zoomed out again, bringing up a schematic of the station’s data systems. 

Chase leaned forward, unfolding his arms to slam his hands on the table. “Let me guess. This means we have to go inside.”

Pleased with that reaction, Taren smirked. “Bingo. Not just inside, though. There’s a delicate sequence. A balance of points we need to hit. Hit them in the right order, and it’s game over.” He pointed at the map. “We’ll need to take out their comms first so nothing can get out. Then we plant charges at key structural points—power nodes, data servers, critical labs.” He gave them a look, his tone turning a little bit more dramatic. “Miss even one, and the station won’t collapse. Or worse, they’ll salvage what’s left and rebuild it in a few months.”

Jax’s slit-pupil eyes narrowed. “So we have to get in, neutralize the comms and defenses, sabotage the systems, and blow the place up from the inside—all while fighting off their security teams?”

There. He had them right where he wanted them. With a cheerful smile, Taren clapped his hands, the sound echoing in the tense room. “Exactly! Glad to see you’re catching on.”

“Do you ever stop talking?” Jax growled, glaring at him.

“Only when I’m not being brilliant,” Taren shot back with a grin.

He was still savoring the win when Chase spoke up, taking him by surprise. His tone was sharper than Taren expected. He should’ve known better than to underestimate the man’s stubborn streak—it was, after all, what made him so easy to rile up. Still, there was something disconcerting in the way Chase held his ground, even now. Perhaps he’d grown up a little, after all.

“This sounds like a suicide mission.”

Taren tilted his head. Ah, right. He was worried about his little boyfriend, wasn’t he?

“Do you really think I would risk my skin going in with you if I thought we’d end up dead?” Taren said, his tone turning more serious. He leaned back in his chair. “I can get us in undetected. And as long as Boaz here follows instructions, we’ll be just fine.”

Jax let out a low hiss, but Chase held up a hand, his tone sharp for once. It seemed the little Mantix was growing some balls.

“Enough, both of you. We need a real plan. One that doesn’t rely on your ego, Taren.” 

Taren brought a hand to his chest, faking hurt.

“And we need to be fully informed. How, exactly, do you plan on getting us in?” Chase pressed.

Taren’s smirk softened, just a little. “I hate to break it to you, Chase, but you’re not coming.”

Chase’s eyes widened, gaze darting to Jax at once. “What? No way. I’m going with you.”

Taren watched the little argument unfold with delight. So cute, those two. Neither wanting the other to be alone on their mission. 

“Don’t take it personally, Chase. It’s just that this facility isn’t exactly a cakewalk. We’re talking heavy guards, high-tech defenses, and a very specific plan to follow. You know, things that require—” He waved vaguely in Jax’s direction. “—muscle. Precision. Combat expertise.”

“And you,” Chase said flatly, “don’t think I can handle it.”

Taren’s smirk widened. “Don’t get me wrong, sweetheart. I’m sure you’d do fine... if we were infiltrating a bakery.” He tilted his head, mockingly sympathetic. “But this? This is a whole different beast. And let’s not forget—” His gaze flicked briefly to Chase’s side. Last mission, the idiot had got himself hurt. “—you’re still recovering. Hate to see you keel over in the middle of things.”

Chase’s fists clenched on the table, knuckles white. “My injury isn’t your concern.”

Next to Chase, Jax shifted uncomfortably, his tone apologetic but firm. “Holden... He’s not wrong.”

Chase whipped his head around and stared, agape, hurt flashing across his face. “Not wrong? You’re agreeing with him?”

Taren watched the lover’s spat, brows raising. If only he had a snack to accompany this holodrama...

“Holden. This does take combat skills, and let's be honest, you might handle yourself, but you’re no match for a station full of trained soldiers.” 

Taren’s brows twitched. Ouch, that one had to hurt.

“Besides, the more of us go in, the more likely something will go wrong. It makes sense to keep it minimal,” Jax reasoned.

And, of course, he was right. Because Taren was right.

“Oh, I see.” Chase turned to Taren, his voice thick with sarcasm. “Of course. Taren makes sense.”

Taren raised his hands in mock surrender. “Look, I’m just the messenger here. But if it helps, think of it this way—Jax and I are the scalpel, precise and efficient. You, my dear Chase, are more of a...” He paused, tapping his chin. “A hammer. Great for blunt force trauma, but not exactly subtle.”

“I think you’re the blunt force trauma in this operation,” Chase shot back, rising to his feet. “You’re leading Jax on a suicide mission.”

“I told you,” Taren said calmly. “It’s not suicide if it’s just the two of us. You want that station gone? This is how we do it.”

“Holden—” Jax tried, reaching out for him. 

But Chase shook off Jax’s hand, turning briefly to his lover. “No. This is insane. It’s suicide.” He glared at Taren. 

He hadn’t seen that look in such a long time. That glare full of anger, hurt, and betrayal. It stirred old things, but Taren hid them behind a neutral mask.

“And I’m not about to let you and Jax run off to play heroes without a second thought for the consequences,” Chase went on.

“Oh?” Taren arched a brow. “And what exactly are those ‘consequences’ you’re so worried about?”

Chase jabbed a finger at the holographic display, his voice rising. “This isn’t just a weapons facility, is it? What about the people working there? The researchers? Scientists? Not everyone in that building is a Coalition soldier—”

When Chase started going on about innocent lives, Taren rolled his eyes. He let Chase’s lecture wash over him, the words blurring into a predictable melody of outrage. Still, a flicker of something—guilt?—itched at the edges of his mind. He shoved it down. Feelings had no place here.

“Ah, yes. The bleeding heart routine. Always a classic.” He pushed up from his seat, walking around the table, his tone turning dismissive. “Listen, Chase. Those ‘non-combatants’ are cogs in the Coalition’s war machine. They know what they’re part of, and they made their choice. Collateral damage is inevitable.”

Chase was a grown man now. He should know better, he should know this... but he had always been a naive idealist, hadn’t he? Really, he’d not changed at all, even after all these years. That bleeding heart would get him killed one day. But for now, it was useful. The more Chase opposed the plan, the more likely Jax would stick to it, just to prove a point.

Chase bristled, his voice sharp. “You’re talking about lives, Taren. Innocent lives. Are you really so heartless that you can just write them off?”

“Yes,” Taren said simply, his smirk returning. “Because I’m a realist. I’ve always been. You, on the other hand, still act like we’re living in some kind of fairy tale where everyone gets a happy ending. Grow up, Chase.”

Chase closed the distance between them. His fists grasped at Taren’s shirt, pulling him close.

Taren tilted his chin up in defiance, but Jax was on his feet in an instant, getting between them, hands on both their chests.

But Taren couldn’t help himself and pushed further. “What are you going to do, Chase?”

He knew full well Chase wouldn’t actually hurt him. Not with Jax there to play peacemaker.

Jax held them apart. “Holden, he’s not saying this to hurt you. He’s saying it because it’s true.”

Chase stared at Jax, incredulous. His grip on Taren’s shirt loosened just enough for the man to step back, his smirk widening as he straightened his rumpled clothes.

“See? Even Jax knows I’m right.”

But Chase didn’t look back. He kept arguing.

“You’re siding with him? You’re okay with this? With killing innocents?”

“I’m not okay with it, Holden. But I’ve seen what happens when you try to spare a few and lose sight of the bigger picture—”

Taren tuned them out, and walked back to his seat. At least until Chase spoke up, voice trembling with barely contained anger. 

“And you? You’re fine with all this because it’s ‘practical,’ right? No personal stakes. Just another job for you.”

Taren shrugged, unbothered by the accusation. “If it gets the job done, does it matter?”

He sat back down, ignoring Chase’s little hissy fit about the innocent lives. 

“You know what? Fine. Do it your way. But don’t expect me to sit here and pretend I’m okay with it,” Chase said, then stormed out. 

Good! Everything was falling into place. Chase’s moral stand would only push Jax further into embracing the necessity of their mission. And in the chaos that would follow, no one would notice if he took a little something with him along the way...

A twinge of something that might have been guilt flickered through his mind as he watched Jax’s torn expression. They weren’t bad people, these two. Just naive. But he couldn’t afford sentimentality, not when he was so close to his goal.

“Chase will come around, Boaz. Sit,” Taren invited. “Let’s walk through how we're going to pull this off.”

Jax cast one last, worried look at the door, then reluctantly sat down, gaze turning back to the holomap.

The station’s hologram continued its slow rotation above the table, and Taren allowed himself a small, genuine smile. 

Soon. Very soon.
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TAREN STOOD IN THE Shadowplay’s shuttle bay, leaning against the hull of the tiny shuttle they’d use for infiltration. He watched with barely concealed impatience as Jax and Holden had their little farewell scene. Touching, really, if you were into that sort of thing.

“Jax, please... I’m asking you one last time,” Holden was saying, his voice strained. “There has to be another way. We can’t just blow—”

“Holden.” Jax cut him off firmly. “We’ve been over this.”

The two looked back at Taren as if he were to blame for everything that had gone wrong in their lives, then back at each other. 

“We’ll talk about it when I get back.”

The little holodrama continued, and Taren checked the time, growing restless. 

“You’re just going to trust him? Look at what he’s doing to us.” Chase called.

Jax exhaled sharply. “Holden, he’s not doing anything to us. He’s helping.”

Taren suppressed an eye roll. How many times were they going to replay this particular conversation? At least Chase’s moral protests had driven exactly the wedge he’d hoped for between the two lovers. Sometimes people really did make manipulation almost too easy.

When the two looked back at him, Taren raised his brows and motioned towards his wrist, tapping it. The window for their infiltration was precise, and he couldn’t afford to miss it because these two couldn’t keep their drama brief.

“Look. We agreed, Holden. Back on the Blackstar...”

At last, the two seemed to reach an impasse. Taren clapped his hands once, breaking their moment. 

“As touching as this lovers’ spat is, we’re on the clock. If we’re going to make our grand entrance, it has to be now. Tick tock.”

Chase’s glance could have melted steel, but Taren ignored him, entering the small shuttle. Jax followed, the door shutting behind them quietly. 

––––––––
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Finally, they were underway. The approach to the station was smooth—exactly as he’d planned. The cloaking technology he’d worked so hard to acquire worked perfectly, their shuttle a ghost amongst the space debris, a perfect mirror of just one more asteroid among the field of cold, dead rocks. It wasn’t easy to make it work just right—not only was it a complex, finicky piece of technology, but it required a shuttle that was more than just the right size. It had taken a keen eye, a steady hand, a deep understanding of the delicate interplay between tech and design—it was a masterpiece of engineering, a testament to his singular craft.

“I guess we’ll see if your combat skills are as impressive as your brooding,” he whispered to Jax from the copilot’s seat, keeping his voice low for effect rather than necessity. The station’s sensors couldn’t pick up sound in space, but the theatrical touch felt appropriate.

Jax didn’t reply.

The research station loomed ahead, even more impressive in person than in the hologram. He guided them closer, following a preset path, just like a piece of debris might have. The turrets of plasma cannons remained asleep, ignoring their slow approach. Taren’s pulse quickened slightly as he watched the sprawling structure. Somewhere in that maze of steel and security systems was the temporal device. His ticket to... well, everything.

They landed precisely where he’d planned, behind one of the weapon turrets. Perfect cover, perfect entry point. Taren killed the engines, and the soft thud of the landing gear touching down reverberated through the hull.

“Welcome to paradise,” Taren said with a grin.

He rose smoothly, grabbing his bag of explosives from the storage compartment. The weight of it reminded him of all the careful preparations, all the contingencies he’d mapped out. Jax followed, wordless as always, as he shouldered his own back and double checked his weapons.

They had agreed earlier the most important part was to bring the charges in. And as such, what they carried with them in their void suits was minimal: small hacking devices and a blaster. Meaning to make use of things they would find at the station if needed. After all, they were unlikely to run out of plasma rifles with the security level on this thing.

Taren put on the helmet to his suit and locked it, listening to the comforting hiss of air and watching the interior display light up. The airlock of their shuttle opened with a hiss, giving way to the space beyond. He didn’t waste time.

The initial infiltration went exactly according to plan. His hacking tool effortlessly bypassed the maintenance latch, silencing system alarms with a soft click. They stepped down into a small airlock that barely fit them, the small airlock closing behind them once more. When the system gave them a green light, they both removed their helmets, leaving them near the entrance as they could not afford carrying them. 

They moved on to the maintenance tunnels beyond, walking in silence, Taren leading with practiced confidence. He’d memorized these routes so thoroughly he could have walked them blindfolded.

At the next junction, he signaled left, then motioned ahead. Time to split up—communications and security needed to be hit simultaneously if they wanted to have a chance at this.

He disappeared down the tunnel toward communications, his mind already racing ahead to the next phase of his plan. The device would be in the restricted research sector, several levels down. He just needed the right moment...

“Ready.” Came the brief crackle of static on their encrypted comm line.

Taren didn’t reply. They had agreed until both rooms were down, they would use the encrypted channel sparingly, to avoid detection as long as possible. The communication room was a little farther from where they’d landed than Jax’s own target, but at last, he reached the right door. 

“Ready.” He called back. “Count.”

He started the sequence, dropping his bag by the door.

The familiar beeps pierced the silence, each one a beat in a deadly rhythm. One. Two. Three. The third beep was still echoing in his ears as he hit the switch on the door and stepped through, his blaster already in his hand.

The communications room was a mess of blinking lights and humming consoles, the air thick with the smell of ozone and warm circuits. He’d expected a couple of technicians, maybe a guard or two. But six figures were scattered around the room, their gazes all snapping up to him. 

Three technicians were sitting at their consoles, still trying to figure out who he was, and three guards were patrolling the other side of the room. He had to be fast. 

The nearest guard barked a warning, raising his plasma rifle—too slow to matter. Taren’s movements were sharp and precise. The tip of his small blaster spit a bright red bolt of plasma, hitting the soldier’s hand before it closed on the gun. The man let out a small cry and dropped his rifle on the ground, his muscles tensing to grab the blaster at his waist with his free hand. 

Before he could do that though, Taren closed the distance, and with a hard kick to the knee made him fall on all fours. He picked up the man’s plasma rifle as he did, and, with a grunt, drove the butt of the rifle into his temple, sending him to the ground unconscious. He dove for the nearest cover he could find as the other two guards shot at him.

His cover had brought him closer to one of the technicians, who stood at once, attempting to get away. But again, Taren was faster. He surged up and grabbed at the man, using him as a meat shield for the rifle blasts as he brought up his own and shot at the two guards. They were taken down just as quickly with a plasma bolt to the chest. 

He let go of the now dead technician in his arms, and turned to the other two. They scrambled to get away, but there was no mercy.

Taren couldn’t afford anyone getting out of this room alive to tell the tale. He shot them down, and then, for good measure, approached the first man he’d left unconscious, ending him with a swift shot as well.

He sighed and dropped his rifle. Half the work was done. Now onto the other half. 

He stepped over a body to reach a central console, and attached his small hacking device to one of the consoles, letting the codes run while he settled his blaster back into its holster. 

The device whirred softly as it went to work, each flashing light telling of the codes being rewritten. The system’s defenses crumbled under the device’s attack, the communication lines going dark. Finally, with a soft click, it was done. He pocketed the device again, and looked around to make sure he had left nothing to chance, then turned back to the consoles, trying to see if he could access the station’s most secure maps from there.

“Done,” Jax’s voice came, a short burst through the encrypted channel.

“About time.” Taren taunted, more at ease now with the communications, since they had disabled all they needed to. “Now hold tight, Boaz. I’m almost done here. Try not to make a mess of things while you wait.”

Sadly, the communications room seemed not to have access to what he needed. Oh, he knew the general direction of where that temporal device might be, but a more detailed map wouldn’t have hurt...

He sighed, but finally reported back, knowing he couldn’t stay long. He picked up the bag of explosives and was already making his way out as he called into his comms. 

“Done.” 

Taren arrived at the agreed upon intersection first. He looked around, but the place was empty. Jax must have done a good job of looping feeds and cutting off the security area. He leaned against a wall, fixing the bag of charges over his shoulder.

Jax wasn’t too far behind, soon appearing down the corridor.

Taren pushed off the wall, playing it cool. 

“You take your sweet time, Boaz?”

Jax let out a little hiss, brushing past him, but Taren was soon back leading the way. They moved through the corridors with deadly efficiency, taking down any patrol they might encounter and upgrading their weapons along the way as needed. He had to admit, Jax’s combat skills were impressive. They made a good team, when it came to the violence. Each guard they encountered fell quickly, their bodies hidden away when possible to delay being discovered. At one point, Taren caught a guard coming around a corner, charging at Jax from behind. But he was faster, his shot taking the soldier out before Jax could even turn.

“Got your back, buddy,” Taren smirked, smug.

Jax didn’t reply but shot him a look—less disdainful, almost... begrudgingly trusting. Or was Taren imagining it? Was Jax starting to trust him a little?

Poor fool, if he was. 

As they rounded another corner, they finally came to the elevator. This was it. This was the sole reason he had chosen this particular path...

“Alright,” he said casually, keeping his tone light. “This is where we split up.”

Jax stopped dead in his tracks, turning to face him, a frown creasing his brows. “What?”

“We’ll cover more ground this way,” Taren explained, already working the elevator controls. 

Keep it natural, he thought. Just another tactical decision.

“That wasn’t the plan,” Jax growled, stepping closer.

Taren shrugged, carefully maintaining his relaxed demeanor. “Plans change, Boaz. And the faster we plant these charges, the faster we’re out of here.”

He could practically taste Jax’s suspicion, but time pressure was on his side. They couldn’t afford to argue, not now. 

“Fine,” Jax said grudgingly, his voice low, his gaze full of distrust. His tone was that of warning when he added: “But stay on comms.”

Taren smirked and stepped into the elevator, offering a mock salute.

“Always do, buddy.”

As the doors closed with a clank, his casual mask slipped just slightly. Now for the real mission. The temporal device would be heavily guarded, but he knew that even with the comms and security down, it wouldn’t be long before they knew someone was there.
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PSI-UNIT-1A.

The doors opened to just another sterile corridor bathed in harsh white light. Taren stepped out of the elevator, plasma rifle at the ready, mind reeling.

The corridor was empty.

PSI-Unit-1A. That was the name the Coalition had given to a new temporal device they had been working on. The information had been hard to come by. Rumors. Stories whispered in shady corners by drunken people. Hard to believe, even from his usual sources. But the first mission with Jax and Holden had proved to him: at least something with that name existed. The temporal device’s location had been marked precisely at this research station, and—if it was what he suspected—this would be the key to... everything he could have ever wanted, and more.

He turned a corner, lifting his rifle. Again, there were no signs of life around. Suspicious... 

His mind drifted again, half minding his surroundings, half thinking of the prize ahead. Imagine what he could do with a device that could alter time? The amount of power that would put in his hands... he could bring the entire Coalition down. Hell, even the Protectorate. He could get rid of all these corrupt bureaucrats and power-hungry officials who’d turned the colonies into their personal playground.

He could prevent massacres before they happened.

Stop the experimentation on—

He snorted and shook his head a bit. Now he was starting to sound like Holden.

The air in the lower levels of the base was colder, the sterile scent of recycled air stronger here than above. Taren’s boots echoed faintly against the polished floors, the sound swallowed by the vast emptiness of the corridor.

He moved quickly, scanning the environment with sharp eyes. The base was built strictly for efficiency; its cold, clinical design reflecting the Coalition’s obsession with control.

His mind went back to the temporal device—a creation too powerful for the Coalition to wield. But it wasn’t just about power. What if he could go back? If he could just get his hands on this device, maybe he could rewrite the past—erase that rainy night, and the choice that had shattered everything between him and Holden. Not just friendship—brotherhood. A foolish thought, but it still burned in his chest like plasma fire. 

The sound of approaching footsteps snapped him out of his thoughts. Taren ducked into a nearby alcove, his body pressed against the cold metal wall. A pair of guards walked past, their conversation muffled. Taren waited until the guards disappeared around a corner before stepping back into the corridor. He continued toward his target.

The soft hum of the station’s life support systems filled the silence as Taren moved forward, each step carefully measured. The weight of his mission pressed down on him like artificial gravity turned too high. 

Jax would be placing charges by now, fighting off guards or... let’s admit it. Holden had probably gotten to him. He was probably rescuing civilians. Taren had no doubt the man would handle himself, but he wasn’t about to stick around and babysit.

Taren moved further into the base. He placed charges at key points along the way—an insurance policy, masking his true objective amid the inevitable chaos to come. As he got deeper in, the atmosphere shifted. The pristine corridors began to show subtle changes—walls reinforced with heavier plating, additional surveillance cameras mounted at regular intervals.

He smirked to himself. The Coalition’s paranoia was on full display, and it only confirmed what he already suspected: What they were onto here was far more valuable than the experimental weapons Jax and Holden had been so keen on destroying.

Pausing at a corner, Taren leaned against the wall and tapped the small interface on his wristband. The holographic map he’d pulled from the stolen intel flickered to life. The lines marking the base’s layout were clear enough, but this particular section of the map... it seemed to be riddled with inconsistencies. Blank spaces where rooms should have been. Corridors that didn’t connect to anything.

“Clever bastards,” he murmured. The Coalition had gone to great lengths to conceal this area even from their own personnel—which meant he was definitely getting closer.

He closed the map and continued forward. The corridor ahead branched in two directions, each path marked by faint lines on the walls. The left was edged in green, the right in blue. Neither was labeled.

Taren hesitated, his gaze flicking between the two paths. The maps hadn’t shown this fork.

Leaning closer, he studied the lines more intently. The green path showed faint signs of wear—scratches on the floor, a barely noticeable smudge of grime on the wall. The blue path, by contrast, was pristine, untouched.

Always go where they don’t want you to. Taren thought, turning right.

The air seemed to keep getting colder as he moved. He passed several doors, each sealed with a biometric lock. Outside one of the labs, he crouched briefly, pulling an explosive charge from his bag. He pressed it against the wall near the door frame, its adhesive grip holding fast.

Some of the rooms had small windows, revealing sterile labs beyond. Scientists in PPE worked in hushed silence, their movements efficient and controlled. They didn’t look up, not noticing him on their protective gear.

“Busy little drones.” He mumbled to the air, and continued on his path, his focus on the prize.

And the prize was just around the next corner, his mind said as he took it in stride. He couldn’t help but grin, knowing he was so very close... But his smile fell and he stopped short as he found himself facing a heavily secured door. His brows rose. Someone really didn’t want people past this point.

The edges of the reinforced door were painted black and yellow, and the door itself was flanked by two turret-like devices mounted on the ceiling. Large signs were painted on the door, black and yellow, black and red, screaming all kinds of danger.

The universal symbol for radiation was painted on the left. 

Below it, a sign read:

AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

The symbol for biohazardous material appeared on the right. An even larger sign under it read:

DANGER

EXTREME HAZARD BEYOND THIS POINT

DO NOT ENTER WITHOUT LEVEL-A PROTECTIVE UNITS

A single scanner panel was embedded in the wall beside the entrance, its red light glowing ominously.

He snorted. If they thought that was going to stop him from going in, they were very wrong. Taren pulled a slim device from his belt. The hacking module was small, sleek, and custom-built for situations like this. Attaching it to the scanner, he activated its override protocols.

The module hummed softly, its tiny screen displaying lines of code as it worked.

Taren’s eyes darted to the turrets, their sleek barrels angled downward. The slightest misstep would trigger them, and even he wasn’t fast enough to dodge plasma rounds at this range.

The module beeped once, then twice.

“Come on,” Taren whispered, his fingers twitching.

A third beep. The light on the scanner shifted from red to green.

Taren exhaled, stepping back as the reinforced door slid open. Past this checkpoint, he was going in blind. The schematics of the station had not shown what lay beyond it, but he was confident he’d be able to find his way. Well, he had been confident before. Now he was pretty much certain. If they were using these types of warnings... all he would have to do would be follow the breadcrumbs.

The doors gave way to another corridor, this one narrower and lined with even more cameras.

“They’re not playing around,” he muttered, slipping inside.

The corridor’s stark design was unnerving. The walls were bare, the lighting harsh. A faint hum of electricity filled the air, a constant reminder of the power coursing through the base’s systems.

Taren moved more cautiously now, every step calculated. He passed more doors, each one sealed and unmarked. Some had warning signs painted into the metal—biohazard on the left. Radiation two doors down. One was even a simple triangle with a bold exclamation mark in the center.

None screamed ‘this way’.

As he approached another junction, a faint noise reached his ears. He froze, pressing himself against the wall once more.

The sound grew louder—footsteps.

Taren’s hand went to his rifle, his grip firm but relaxed. He waited, his pulse steady, as two Coalition guards rounded the corner.

They didn’t see him at first, their attention focused on a datapad one of them was holding. Their voices were low, indistinct.

Taren didn’t give them a chance to notice him.

In one swift motion, he stepped forward, his rifle raised. Two shots echoed softly in the confined space. The guards dropped without a sound, their bodies crumpling to the floor.

Taren exhaled slowly, holstering his weapon. He crouched beside the fallen guards, checking their uniforms for anything useful.

The datapad was encrypted, but that didn’t matter. What caught his attention was the ID card clipped to one guard’s belt.

“Thanks, friend,” Taren said, unclipping the card and slipping it into his pocket.

He dragged the bodies into a nearby alcove, making sure they were out of sight, then continued down the corridor.

The tension in the air was palpable now, each step bringing him closer to his goal. The security measures grew more elaborate—a biometric scanner here, a pressure-sensitive floor there. Taren navigated them all with practiced ease, his resourcefulness on full display. Each new warning painted on a wall. Each new security measure. They all guided him towards his goal. But as he moved deeper, a flicker of unease began to stir in his chest.

Why?

Why go to such lengths to guard this thing? It was just a temporal device, right?

The Coalition was paranoid, sure, but this was excessive even for them.

His mind wandered as he bypassed another lock, this one requiring the stolen ID card and a manual override. What kind of device warranted this level of security? Was it really just a weapon? Or was there something else at play?

Taren shook his head, pushing the thought aside. Curiosity was a luxury he couldn’t afford right now. And besides, he’d find out soon enough.

As if to confirm this, up ahead, a security panel by double reinforced glass doors blinked steadily: PSI-Unit-1A, 250 meters.

The amounts of warnings etched on the sign by the door were mind boggling.

CAUTION:

- Maintain security measures activated at all times.

- Do not enter without PPE.

- Do not attempt to engage directly.

- Only drones allowed past 150 meters.

- Maintain a minimum distance of 100 meters from the door at all times.

- Monitor all systems at all times.

But those warnings were for workers. Not for him. Ignoring them, he placed another charge in the shadow of a surveillance camera. The Coalition would barely have time to notice it before everything went up in flames. Then, he attached the hacking device to this door, watching it slide open with the most ease out of all the checkpoints so far.

50 meters.

100.

150 meters.

200...

At last, he reached the final checkpoint.

The reinforced door before him was massive. A faint hum of energy emanated from its edges, the telltale sign of a high-grade containment field.

Taren’s heart raced as he approached. This was it.

He knelt beside the access panel, pulling his hacking module from his toolkit once more. His hands moved quickly, attaching the device and letting it run.

The module beeped softly as it worked.

Taren’s gaze flicked to the door, his mind racing.

Was the temporal device really here?

As the hacking module light finally flashed green, Taren suddenly found the corridor flooded in a bright red light. An alarm started going off. 

“What? Shit.” He grumbled, pocketing his device. 

Why had the alarm been triggered? The hacking module had done its job! 

“What did you do, Taren?” Jax’s voice crackled through the comms, sharp with suspicion.

Taren cursed under his breath, trying to sound nonchalant. “Sorry, little accident.”

He stood and tried to open the door, but despite claiming to be unlocked, the thing would not budge. He tried to reattach the hacking device, but it would not do anything, claiming it was unlocked. What was he missing?!

“Move.” He heard through the comms, and frowned.

“Who are you talking with, Boaz?” Taren called, impatient due to his own current struggle.

“Civilians.” Jax said shortly.

Taren rolled his eyes. Civilians. Of course. As expected. He pulled his plasma rifle, adjusting the output to maximum. If hacking wouldn’t work, maybe pure firepower would. The shot hit the door with a deafening blast, but when the plasma dissipated, the door remained unmarked.

“Damn it!” Taren slammed his fist against the metal surface. The alarm continued blaring, red lights painting the corridor in an eerie glow.

To the comms, Taren said. “Civilians are collateral damage. Stick to the plan, Boaz.”

But Jax was having none of it. “Too late.”

Taren knew he was running out of time. Any moment now, guards might come around the corner and—Kicking the door, he decided to take some of his anger out on Jax.

“Great! You’re brilliant! Let’s make sure everyone knows exactly where to find us!” Taren snapped, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “You’re going to get us both killed for a bunch of lab rats.”

His mind raced. There had to be another way. Before the guards—his eyes widened.

Right. The guards!

“Oh, I’m sorry, was it me who triggered the alarm and made everything ten times harder?” Jax hissed back through the comms, a shot following. 

Out of a pocket, he pulled out the fallen guards’ ID card. Of course—the scanner would need both. 

“Focus on your own charges,” Taren called back, smirking. “Because I’m almost done with mine.”

He cut off the call, and pressed the dead guard’s card against the scanner.

The door shuddered, then slowly began to slide open.
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The Wrong Prize
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THE DOOR CRACKED OPEN, and a small gust of recirculated air blew past him. It was colder, carrying a faint metallic tang that set his teeth on edge. The reinforced door slid open with an ominous hiss, slowly — too slowly. Taren’s hands were itching to push at it, but he busied them by pocketing the card, dropping the bag with the leftover charges, and keeping a hand close to his blaster, unsure what to expect beyond the door. But of all the things he could have imagined awaited inside, what greeted his eyes was definitely not among them.

The door revealed a small, sterile, dimly lit room bathed in an unsettling glow. Taren’s eyes adjusted quickly, his sharp gaze taking in every detail. The walls were a seamless dull gray. There were no desks around. No large controlling consoles. 

Instead, at the center of it all was a single containment unit. A large unit—one similar to cryogenic beds in shape and size, complete with the fogged glass for privacy encasing the bedding area. It was slightly propped up on one end, giving it a small tilt. 

Taren’s eyes ran all over the unit, brows furrowing. Was... Was the device inside? Perhaps it needed specific thermic conditions...?
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