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Chapter 1




The Artemis Rex screamed past Minius OLY4, caught the sun’s gravity, and hurtled out of range into black space, but Reserve Wing Daggers hounded it all the way. 

A punishing Howitzer barrage slammed the EM shields on the starboard side and sent the little Drifter tumbling wing over wing.

Bandit gunned the engines and jammed his stick hard to port to roll the Artemis Rex farther in that direction.

“Another four Stalwarts coming in fast!” Rodeo reported from tactical. “Are you sure you don’t want to arm accessory cradles?”

“To hell with it!” Sheriff Mace Davenport called back. “Arm and return fire!”

“It’s about damn time!” Rodeo activated the communications link on his console. He barked into it to the accessory Howitzer positions behind the cockpit. “Fire at will, boys! You have my permission to send those bastards back where they came from.”

Cheers broke out from the ship’s rear compartment as the Chorion Team laid into the Confederate Corps Reserve Wing with every gun blazing.

The incoming Stalwarts rocketed past the sun to hound the Artemis Rex far and away. Bandit couldn’t drive the engines any harder. The Daggers streaked alongside and engaged with the gunners. 

Bandit ripped his stick back to starboard. He slammed the throttle into reverse and the Artemis Rex spun sideways into a skid. The ship twirled backward and Bandit punched it for all he was worth. He bolted back toward the Confederacy that the crew just escaped.

“You’re going the wrong way!” Davenport yelled.

“I know what way I’m going, Sir. Just sit tight and we’ll teach these assholes a lesson they won’t forget.”

“Seven Nitrols moving to intercept from Macron Calypso!” Rodeo reported.

“Good,” Bandit muttered his breath. “We’ll hold a damn tea party for the whole Reserve Wing. That will make it more fun for all of us.”

“We don’t want to……” Davenport began.

Another blistering assault from the Daggers cut him off. They swatted the Artemis Rex to port only to drive the ship into the Stalwarts’ guns. The Stalwarts couldn’t keep up with the fast-moving Drifter, but with the Nitrols moving in, they didn’t have to.

The Artemis Rex whizzed between them in a corkscrew dive, but the Daggers kept up all the way. The Drifter trembled from the accessory cradles slamming back and forth.

Reserve Wing ships attacked from all sides. Howitzer fire exploded all over the hull. A deadly halo of shots erupted from all the cradles at once, but it wasn’t enough.

Bandit plunged for the same sun he used to slingshot himself away. “Where the hell are you going?” Davenport yelled over the noise. “You’ll take us all the way back to Ultra Meridian if you keep this up.”

Bandit didn’t answer. He growled something under his breath and plunged the Drifter into the sun’s gravitational field. Heat radiated through the hull and the boys in the rear stopped shooting.

Davenport made a quick check of his onboard systems, but he already saw it was no good. The Reserve Wing ships didn’t enter the sun’s orbit, but they didn’t leave the Drifter alone. They flanked the ship outside the sun’s halo, but they couldn’t hit the Artemis Rex as long as it stayed inside the outer umbra.

The EM shields protected the Drifter from the heat, but Davenport and his friends couldn’t stay in here forever.

A second later, Bandit ripped the ship out of the field, made a mad dash back the way he came, and the Reserve Wing pounced. Daggers and Nitrols surrounded the little ship in hundreds of shots.

The accessory guns vibrated the hull, but Davenport couldn’t tell if the boys landed any shots in this mayhem.

He caught a fleeting glimpse of Ultra Meridian gliding past him and then Bandit hammered the throttle to the limit.

He steered directly back toward the sun, and this time, he didn’t aim for an orbital trajectory.

“Go! Go! Go!” Rodeo roared from behind.

“No!” Davenport yelled.

Bandit didn’t respond to either of them. He crushed his stick in both hands and beads of sweat stood out on the back of his neck. He crouched over his controls hardly moving a muscle. His shoulders strained with the effort of holding the ship on course.

“All accessory cradles withdraw!” Rodeo ordered. “Pull back inside!”

“No!” Davenport roared.

No one answered him. Bandit hunched his shoulders just a little more. A howling shriek trembled through the ship as the Daggers closed in. Their gunfire pounded the hull and an alarm shrieked from the EM shields.

Davenport glanced down to see the shields buckling under the effort of holding the ship intact. He almost said something else when Rodeo switched off the alarm. 

A dangerous silence fell over the cockpit. The sun loomed huge and gleaming beyond the front window. Davenport gulped and almost looked away. He couldn’t watch the sun growing bigger until it blocked out his whole view.

The Daggers veered into the starboard wing and jostled the Artemis Rex into the Nitrols on the other side. They bumped the ship back and forth bombarding it with gunfire.

Another alarm startled Davenport out of his trance, but Rodeo turned this one off before Davenport had a chance to read it. 

Rodeo adjusted readings and instruments with lightning speed, but Davenport couldn’t look away from the sun. It throbbed with light and heat. He squinted in the blinding intensity.

All at once, Bandit jerked upright and bellowed at full volume. “Now!”

All the accessory cradles exploded at the same moment. They spouted shots on both Reserve Wing flanks and the Reserve Wing attacked with murderous ferocity. They swerved inward unloading all their guns on the Artemis Rex.

The Drifter’s hull crashed under the assault, but at that moment, Bandit flung himself back in his cradle. He hauled the stick back with all his strength. He wedged his heels against the console fighting the G force.

He forced the throttle all the way down and the Artemis Rex plowed upward in a brutal climb. He did it so fast that the Reserve Wing didn’t have time to react.

The Reserve Wing ships plunged nose first into the sun while the Artemis Rex soared through the sun’s orbit to rocket out the other side.

“Woo-hoo!” Rodeo cheered. “That’s my boy! That’s what I’m talking about!”

Laughter and whoops broke out in the accessory cradles, but Davenport couldn’t breathe. He stared in stupid disbelief at the sun’s light fading beyond the cockpit window. Black sky and twinkling stars took its place as the Artemis Rex raced away to safety.

The Stalwarts rotated to confront the ship when it got near them, but Artemis Rex was flying too fast to stop. The Stalwarts opened fire, but Bandit dodged between them and put on speed.

“Ha ha!” he burst out. “Too slow, suckers! Better luck next time!”

The Stalwarts fired their engines to pursue the Drifter, but in a second, the ship left them far behind, too.

Bandit collapsed back in his cradle. Sweat drenched his shirt and he passed his wrist across his forehead. “Phew! That was close.”

“That one is definitely going in Bandit’s Greatest Hits, boy!” Rodeo told him. “You’re the man!”

Bandit let out weak laughter and glanced over his shoulder. He caught Davenport’s eye and laughed again when Davenport blinked at him in dumb shock. Who the hell was this kid? Davenport had never seen anyone fly like that—not ever.

“Sacron Enigma coming up in fourteen hundred lightyears,” Rodeo reported. “More Reserve Wing ships launching from Macron Calypso, but they’re nowhere near close enough to intercept us.”

“Where should we go, Sir?” Bandit turned back to his instruments. “This place is endless.”

Davenport dragged his attention back to the present and searched the navigation chart in front of him. “We need somewhere to hide the Ithium cartridge and the chip. We need to find a way to make sure Admiral Joyce doesn’t get his hands on them again.”

“Sacron Enigma is a pretty big place,” Rodeo pointed out. “The options are wide open.”

“Get across the border and get us good and lost. We’ll work out the fine points later.”

Bandit gunned the Artemis Rex over the boundary and Davenport suffered a pang of disappointment when he bid the Confederacy goodbye. So many miles had passed under the bridge since he left Ultra Meridian and he couldn’t see any way back.

He dedicated his life to the law and now he was on the run like any common criminal. Everyone in the world who cared if he lived or died was a known criminal or a fugitive just like he was. He would have arrested them all, but they were all he had left.

He watched the charts while Bandit did what he said. The Artemis Rex ventured farther and farther into unknown space until not much turned up on the charts at all. What would the crew find out here?

Davenport unbuckled from his harness and climbed out of his cradle. He went aft and found Dice, Fiddler, Beauty, and Emmet in the galley.

They sat in their safety seats and wore their own protective harnesses. The four friends passed food back and forth and chatted like they didn’t know anything about the deadly battle that almost destroyed the ship—again.

Fiddler handed Beauty an open packet of small white chips. “Do you like cocoa-bears, Beauty? These ones are fresh. I’ve only had the stale ones. The fresh ones taste completely different.”

He took the packet out of her hands and jammed the whole thing into his mouth, wrapper and all. A cloud of white powder billowed around his swollen cheeks when he tried to wedge his lips around the food.

“Hey!” Emmet roared. “I wanted some of those.”

Beauty pulled the empty, saliva-drenched wrapper from his mouth and blinked his big eyes first at Emmett and then up at Davenport. White powder covered his face and made him look ghostly and skeletal.

He started chewing and more white dust puffed between his lips when he tried to close them around the wad of food.

Dice strained against his harness, pulled a glass bottle from a crate at his heel, hacked off the top with his other hand, and guzzled the contents. He put the empty bottle back in the crate and pulled out another to repeat the whole process.

“You might want to leave some of that for the boys,” Davenport told him. “I think they’ll want to celebrate once we land.”

“Are we landing anytime soon?” Dice boomed.

“I have no idea.”

“Then what they don’t know won’t hurt them.” Dice lopped off another one and drained it in a few gulps. 

“Slow down, hotshot,” Fiddler told him. “We’ll need you sober if we have to shoot anything.”

“Hmmpff!” Dice grunted. “If we have to shoot anything, you won’t want me sober. Trust me.”

Davenport turned away and headed down the gangway to the crew quarters. He came to a compartment and stepped into the shadows.

A single small light gave him a dim view of the cabin and the still figure lying on the bunk. The stars whispered past the ship beyond the one tiny window.

Davenport eased over to the bed and looked down at Lyons’s sleeping face. The starlight shone on her closed eyelids.

A panel next to her bed showed readings on her vital signs and everything read as normal. Davenport came down here to check on the injuries she sustained helping him escape from Pandora’s Needle. She looked fine, but he couldn’t bring himself to wake her up.

He started to turn away when another shudder rumbled through the ship. His eyes shot to the window and his heart stopped when another four ships rushed into view.

He didn’t recognize them. They definitely didn’t belong to the Reserve Wing. Of course they didn’t. He was in the middle of Sacron Enigma. The Reserve Wing wouldn’t come out this far.

The forwardmost ship rotated in front of his eyes and his stomach turned when he saw an alien in the cockpit. Davenport didn’t even know what species it was, but he would have to be blind not to see the guns rotating to target the Artemis Rex.

He whirled away in time for another pounding assault to hit the Artemis Rex on the port side. The blow knocked him off his feet. He barely got his arms up to stop himself from pitching on top of Lyons.

She shot awake with a gasp and bolted upright staring in all directions. “What…...? Where….?”

Davenport laid his hand on her arm. “Easy. Lie down. We’re….”

“We’re under attack!” She glanced out the window and her expression changed. “What the hell is that?”

“We’re in Sacron Enigma. Stay here. I’ll find out what’s up.”

“I can see what’s up.” 

She tried to get out of bed, but Davenport stopped her. “You’ll only make a mess of yourself and none of us wants to go through that again. Lie down and leave this to the experts.” Another barrage shook the Artemis Rex and Davenport tore himself away. “Stay here.”

He stepped out onto the gangway to find Breeze, Wolf, and Laub scrambling to get back into their accessory cradles. Breeze fell over himself and would have stopped the other two from getting their hands on their weapons, but Wolf hauled off and shoved the clumsy boy away with unusual ferocity.

Breeze crashed down on the gangway in front of Davenport while Wolf and Laub dove back into their cradles. The rest of the Chorion Team hadn’t made it out of their cradles since the first battle. They manned the Howitzers while alien ships swerved back and forth outside the hull.

Davenport raced for the cockpit, but the impacts of enemy fire stopped him from getting to his cradle. “What the hell is going on?”

“You can see what’s going on!” Rodeo yelled back. “We’re under attack!”

“Who are they? Why are they attacking us?”

“How the hell should I know? Maybe we encroached on their territory. We don’t know anything about these aliens. Sacron Enigma is unknown. That’s what unknown means—it means we don’t know anything about it.”

Bandit hit the throttle again, but he only wound up soaring into another cloud of attackers. They buzzed around the Artemis Rex in droves.

“We don’t even know if we’re flying deeper into their territory!” Bandit cried.

“We can’t let them shoot down the ship,” Davenport told him. “They might destroy the Ithium.”

“That would definitely keep it out of Admiral Joyce’s hands, wouldn’t it?” 

“To hell with the Ithium!” Rodeo countered. “I’m more concerned about us!”

Bandit put on speed, but when the boys in the accessory cradles opened fire, the aliens struck with incredible force. They increased speed to a wild blur. They revolved around the Artemis Rex so fast the ship’s instruments couldn’t keep up with them.

Rodeo’s sensitive fingers danced over the controls trying to track the aliens’ movements. “Holy shit! What the hell are they doing?”

“Get us out of here, Bandit!” Davenport ordered.

“I can’t! They’re matching us move for move. We can’t get away!”

Another blast punched the ship from behind and Davenport staggered. “They’re overcoming our shields!” Rodeo reported. “They’ll destroy the ship in a second!”

“Get out of here, Bandit!” Davenport bellowed.

Bandit shook his head in desperation and drove the throttle forward. He aimed the ship’s nose toward a random planet to pull one of his feints, but at that moment, a crushing blow hit the ship hard from port.

“The engine is hit!” Rodeo reported. “We can’t keep up this speed.”

“Get us on the ground,” Davenport ordered. 

“What about the aliens?” Rodeo asked.

“We’ll deal with that later. They might not be able to follow us down to the surface.”

Rodeo sneered at him. “Please.”

Davenport leaned over him and pointed at the chart. “That one has an oxygen atmosphere. Land the ship, Bandit. We won’t be going anywhere without that engine anyway.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Davenport returned to the galley to find the whole Chorion Team already there. Coon took one of the few remaining bottles out of the crate that Dice had almost completely demolished. 

Coon gazed at the label and a fond smile spread over his face. “Rose Blossom 1700! I always liked this stuff.”

“Whatever happened to Ekol Thaine not letting you boys drink on the job?” Emmet asked.

“This stuff doesn’t affect Chorions.” Coon twisted off the cap and sniffed at the opening. “Mmmm. I could drink this stuff all day.”

“Not with Dice around, you couldn’t.” Fiddler unbuckled her harness. “What was all the shooting about? Are we over the line or what?”

“There’s another group of aliens out there shooting at us.” Alla picked up the empty Cocoa-bears wrapper and shook out the last crumbs. “Don’t tell me you ate all the food.”

“Beauty was hungry.”

“He can’t be hungry anymore,” Dice rumbled. “He just ate.”

“If he isn’t hungry anymore, he can come help us fix the engine,” Davenport replied. “All of you can come help out.”

“‘Help’ and ‘out’ are two words that aren’t part of my vocabulary,” Dice growled.

“You just said them.” Fiddler slapped a spanner into his hand. “You can hold the engine up while the rest of us weld them into place.”

She and Emmett headed for the door, but Laub dodged into their path. He held up his burly arm in front of them. “You all stay here. We’ll handle the repairs.”

“Seriously,” Fiddler countered. “We can help.”

“No.” Axel and Coon swiveled in to stand next to Laub. “You stay here. Seriously.”

Bandit and Rodeo strolled in at that moment. “What’s going on?”

“We need to repair the engine,” Davenport replied. “We were just about to head out there to take a look.”

“No,” Rodeo returned. “You all stay here. We’ll deal with the engine.”

“What’s your problem?” Dice thundered. “We can repair the engine as well as you can and Beauty can probably repair it a hell of a lot better.”

“I don’t care. This is our ship. You’re just passengers.” Rodeo jerked his thumb at his friends. “Let’s go. The sooner we fix it, the sooner we can figure out what those aliens were doing.”

“You better pull your head in, kid,” Dice boomed. “Someone bigger than you might decide to squash that fat attitude of yours.”

Rodeo turned around very slowly and his milky white eyes narrowed at nothing. His expression went ice cold and the rest of the Chorion Team sidestepped together on both sides of him. 

Rodeo stiffened and a charge of tension went through the room. Davenport stepped in and stuck his arm between the Chorion Team and the other four. 

“Okay, okay. Let’s not turn this into a fight. We have enough trouble just surviving this place. You boys get your tools and go to work. We might be safe on this planet for now as long as those aliens don’t come back.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Dice roared. “They’re just kids.”

“Rodeo is right,” Davenport replied. “It’s their ship and they know how to work on it. If they need your help, they’ll ask for it.”

The Chorion Team inched toward the door, but not without plenty of backward glances toward the other four.

As soon as they left, Fiddler, Dice, and Emmett rounded on Davenport. “Don’t tell me you expect us to step and fetch for a bunch of kids,” Fiddler told him. “We have as much right to say what happens on this ship as they do.”

“I don’t even want to tell you how stupid that sounds,” Davenport countered. “Now all of you arm up and go outside. We might need to defend the ship while the boys are working on it.”

The others grumbled, but they finally did what he said. They got their weapons and stepped out onto the planet.

Laub, Axel, Coon, Breeze, and Bandit were already welding on the engine housing while Alla brought them supplies from inside. Wolf shadowed Davenport over to Rodeo’s side.

The boy stood off to one side checking something on a handheld device. “What can you find out about this place?”

“You were right about the oxygen atmosphere.”

Davenport snorted. “I figured that much since we’re standing here talking about it. What else?”

Rodeo shrugged and lowered the device. He cocked his head and pricked up his ears to listen. “You can probably tell me more than I can tell you. This place doesn’t look inhabited.”

Davenport surveyed the surroundings. The ship sat on its landing gear in the middle of a towering forest hundreds of feet tall. Only the dimmest light made it to the ground and cast the surface in perpetual shadow.

The soil squished underfoot without actually oozing any water from the spongy moss. Clicks and buzzes came from high in the canopy, but no other life forms moved down here on the ground.

Dice, Fiddler, and Emmet migrated around the ship patrolling the surroundings with their XQs ready, but nothing came to attack the crew.

“We should hide the Ithium here,” Rodeo suggested. “We should make it as difficult to find as possible. Maybe the Admiral’s people will never find it and then the Ithium will be safe.”

Davenport grimaced at the surroundings. “How would we find it again? We would have to stand guard over the Ithium to make sure no one else got it.”

Rodeo inclined his head the other way. He turned his unseeing eyes toward Davenport without actually looking at him. “How exactly did you plan to stop the Admiral from getting the Ithium? What did you plan to do with it once you got it?”

“I didn’t really get that far in my planning. I was more concerned with stopping him from getting it back. I wasn’t even doing that at first. I just wanted to stay alive.”

“You maybe want to think about it now. Even if we found a way to take it back to the Confederacy, there’s nowhere safe you can turn it in. Even if you found someone trustworthy to take it off your hands, the admiral would only go after them next.”

Davenport chuckled and squeezed the boy’s shoulder. “That’s what I keep you around for, boy. You always know how to cheer me up.”

“Think about it. You could have handed the Ithium to Sheriff Healey. He would have taken it back to Pandora’s Needle—if he took it at all—but the Admiral would only track him down. That Ithium isn’t safe anywhere.”

“Then it isn’t here, either. We might as well keep it on board.”

Just then, a shout went up from Laud and Axel on top of the engine housing. Laub pushed back his welding mask, scanned the ground, and spotted Rodeo and Davenport talking.

“We got damage to the ion reverter,” Axel called out. “This is gonna take a while.”

“Wouldn’t you know it?” Dice growled. He stalked around the Artemis Rex’s other side and stumbled. He supported himself against the hull for a second.

Coon laughed at him. “Take it easy on the Rose Blossom next time, big guy.”

Dice growled something under his breath, heaved himself to his feet, and staggered on. He lurched around the other side of the ship, doubled over, and hurled into the undergrowth.

The boys burst out laughing and Dice’s enraged bellows answered them from behind the ship.

Fiddler planted herself by the hatch and balanced her XQ on her hip. She cast flinty gazes out at the forest.

Beauty came to the hatch entrance and peered out. His large ears swiveled toward the forest, but he didn’t venture to the ground. 

Alla passed him on his way back outside. Alla sweated under the burden of a large carton of steel fins and Beauty dodged out of his path with a frightened squeak.

Rodeo raised his device again and frowned at it. “That’s weird.”

Davenport turned to ask him what he meant when a tempest wind shook the treetops. Everyone looked up to see three spaceships pivot overhead. They shone lights into the trees, but the high canopy hid the Artemis Rex.

Bandit dove off the engine housing. “Get to the cockpit, boy! We have to mask our presence.”

Rodeo shoved his device into Davenport’s hands. Rodeo and Bandit bolted up the ramp and disappeared inside. Beauty sprang out of their way. He kept looking into the trees and then behind him to the ship’s interior.

Davenport glanced at the thing Rodeo had been working on. The screen on its surface was totally black. That didn’t do Davenport much good, so he followed the boys inside.

Thumps and sizzling sounds from a welding torch echoed through the ship on his way to the cockpit. “Were those the same aliens that shot at us?”

“These ships have Reserve Wing identity profiles,” Rodeo replied. ‘

“The Reserve Wing! They can’t be all the way out here.”

“They don’t belong to the Reserve Wing. They have Reserve Wing profiles, but these ships belong to another group. They’re mercenaries.”

“I’ll take care of them.” Bandit activated the accessory cradles.

He swiveled the guns upward to fire, but Rodeo stopped him. “Don’t. We’re masked. They can’t see us.”

“Yeah, but….”

“If you fire on them, you’ll be showing them exactly where we are.” Rodeo jerked his thumb at Davenport. “You better go outside and tell the others not to fire, either.”

Davenport did as Rodeo said and just in time. Dice and Fiddler had been aiming their XQs at the mercenaries, too.

Rodeo came back. “What are they hanging around for?” Davenport asked.

“They probably followed us. We can expect a lot of that out here. We’re new which makes us a target.”

Everyone kept the strangers in view while the boys finished welding the ship. Laub and Axel hopped down and started putting their stuff away. 

“Is the Artemis Rex ready to fly?” Rodeo asked.

“Not entirely. We still have to repair the ion reverter.”

“How long will that take?”

“As long as it takes.”

The two boys headed inside and Rodeo turned back to Davenport. “We might as well get comfortable here for a while.”

Davenport jutted his chin at the device in Rodeo’s hand. “What are you doing with that?”

“I was checking the area for life forms.”

“Did you find any?”

“That’s the weird thing.” Rodeo squinted at the blank, black screen. “There aren’t any to find.”

“That’s impossible.” Davenport pointed up at the canopy. “We can see and hear them moving around up there right now. They have to be there.”

“That’s what I’m saying. They don’t show up on here.”

“What is that thing, anyway? Is that one of your inventions?”

Rodeo started to answer when a strong gust of wind kicked the treetops into a flurry. They thrashed and tossed in the engine wash as the same mercenary craft veered over the area.

Dice and Fiddler pivoted their guns upward, but the ship was already wheeling away. In a second, it disappeared out of sight. “Good riddance,” Davenport muttered.

“If it isn’t them, it will be someone else.” Rodeo lowered his device to his side. “This thing is useless here. There must be something in the atmosphere that stops it from working.”

“Either that or something in the lifeforms stops you from detecting them.” Davenport turned to Wolf. The boy had stood silent through the whole conversation, but Davenport never doubted Wolf had been listening to everything. He never missed anything. “Can you pick up anything out there? Can you sense any life forms out there that we don’t know about?”

The boy flared his nostrils to sniff the air. He cocked his head from side to side and his small, black eyes flashed with menace when he scanned the dim trees. He bared his pointed teeth and snarled into the shadows.

“I knew it!” Rodeo hissed. “There is something out there!”

“Why isn’t it threatening us?” Davenport asked. “If it’s just watching, it might not be dangerous.”

Rodeo snorted. “Everything out here is dangerous in one way or the other. I’m going to see what’s taking the boys so long.”

He vanished inside the ship. Wolf didn’t move. He and Davenport gazed out into the woods. The area appeared deserted, but that was obviously a trick.

Something was out there. Wolf kept bristling at nothing and even Davenport felt it. Someone was watching them, so why didn’t they attack?

Wolf growled again. Davenport couldn’t stand around looking at trees for the rest of his life.

He went over to Fiddler. Dice and Emmett had given up searching the area for something that wasn’t there. Emmett approached Fiddler from the other side and Dice was already sitting down on the hatch ramp.

“What’s the story?” Fiddler asked. “How long do we have to hang around here before we can go…...?” She trailed off.

“Go where?” Dice boomed. “There’s nowhere to go. We’re in Sacron Enigma, for Christ’s sake. It’s the end of the line. It’s the ass end of nothing.”

“Stay on your toes.” Davenport waved toward the trees. “There’s something out there.”

“There’s nothing out there,” Dice countered. “This whole planet is a dead zone.”

“It definitely isn’t that.”

Fiddler peered into the trees. “I don’t see anything. Did Rodeo pick something up?”

“No, but….”

Wolf cut Davenport off by whipping around backward and letting out an even more vicious snarl. He bared his teeth and all the fur on his back and shoulders stood on end.

“There’s nothing out there!” Dice rumbled. “You’re jumping at shadows.”

“I doubt that.” Davenport’s hand flew to his sidearm and he pivoted to stand next to Wolf. He aimed his weapon at the forest. “I’m telling you something is out there.”

Fiddler and Emmet leveled their XQs toward the spot Wolf was looking at, but they still didn’t see anything.

“What’s out there, boy?” Davenport whispered to Wolf.

The boy kept hissing and spitting at the undergrowth. His nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed to slits. He jerked an inch to his right and then back to his left.

“Give it up!” Dice propped his XQ against his knee. “There’s nothing there.”

Laub, Alla, and Axel came out of the ship carrying some more gear and supplies. Their chipper voices cut the tension. “And then I said to him, ‘Dipper? I don’t even know her!’”

All three exploded in laughter until Axel stopped on the ramp and stared at Fiddler and Davenport. “Is something wrong?”

“These four are hallucinating,” Dice muttered. “It turns out Rose Blossom affects Chorions after all.”

“Wolf doesn’t hallucinate.” Axel set his stuff down and crossed to Wolf’s side. “What is it, boy?”

“Something’s out there,” Davenport repeated.

Axel spun around. “Arm up! We got company!”

The instant the words left his mouth, a fountain of rockets erupted from the trees exactly where Wolf had been facing.

The shots separated into five comets blasting through the clearing. One of them exploded right in front of Wolf and Davenport. Wolf collapsed at Davenport’s feet and Davenport sprang forward to straddle Wolf’s fallen body.

Davenport swept his sidearm back and forth across the trees, but he still couldn’t see anything. He couldn’t tell who was firing at him, so he couldn’t shoot back.

Another rocket corkscrewed for the open hatch and detonated on the hull directly over Dice’s head. He roared in fury, vaulted to his feet, snatched his XQ, and stormed over to join the others.

He, Emmett, and Fiddler stalked forward and started unloading on the spot. They didn’t make it more than a few yards before more rockets sprayed from all over. 

They exploded in the dirt around the crew’s feet, against the Artemis Rex, and in the air overhead. Davenport heard the others yelling. Another rocket twisted out of a different part of the forest over by the ship’s nose and slammed Fiddler in the back.

She hit the dirt and Emmett pounced on her yelling for her to get up. Dice bellowed louder than ever. He sidestepped and positioned himself over Fiddler.

Dice jerked his mighty XQ in all directions firing into the trees. He pounded the area with shots, but nothing stopped the rockets.

Davenport couldn’t wait a second longer. He seized Wolf’s wrist and dragged the unconscious boy over to Fiddler. Davenport snatched Fiddler’s XQ and turned back-to-back with Dice.

They bombarded the surrounding forest. Davenport tried to target the places the rockets came from, but he still couldn’t see anyone. Every time he and Dice smashed the undergrowth where the rockets came from, the shots seemed to move somewhere else.

Another burst of explosions scorched from a different location to Dice’s right. He rotated that way, and as soon as he turned his back on Davenport, a rocket launched from the original spot.

The rocket smashed Dice in the face and he buckled like a ton of bricks. His giant horned head slammed against the ramp and he flopped to the ground.

The next instant, armed men swarmed out of the bushes by the dozen. Davenport took a split second to realize they were all human and they all carried Confederate-issue XQs. They could only be the mercenaries who tracked the crew here in the first place.








  
  
Chapter 3




Davenport pressed a piece of cloth to Wolf’s head. The boy let out a blood-curdling yowl and jerked away. He bared his teeth and snarled at Davenport in murderous fury and slapped Davenport’s hand away. 

Davenport sighed and held out the rag to him. “Here. You do it, but you have to stop the bleeding. It’s getting all over your face.”

“This is just great,” Dice growled under his breath. “Whose brilliant idea was this, anyway?”

“Which part?” Fiddler asked from his other side.

“Let me see if I can put the puzzle pieces together,” Dice went on. “Lyons, Beauty, and I were flying through space minding our own business when Porkchop McLawdog here decided to break into our ship, steal our cargo, and drag us off to Terminus Anathema for no good reason. Four weeks later, here we are trapped in a cage as prisoners to some lunatic fringe elements that want to eviscerate us and devour our internal organs in some mystic rite of cosmic unification.”

Fiddler laughed, but she was the only one who did.

Davenport didn’t answer at all. Their situation was no laughing matter. He rotated over to Wolf’s side and propped his back and shoulders against the wall. From here, he could see every miserable detail of the mammoth problem facing the Artemis Rex crew.

Dice, Beauty, Davenport, Fiddler, Emmett, and the eight boys sat crammed into a tiny cage that definitely wasn’t big enough for them all. It was barely big enough for Dice by himself. The rest had to sandwich in shoulder to shoulder just to find places to sit.

Beauty, Alla, and Rodeo were the only ones without injuries. The mercenaries who stormed the Artemis Rex insisted on beating everyone into submission even after they surrendered.

The mercenaries only spared Beauty, Alla, and Rodeo because they were inside the ship at the time. The mercenaries overwhelmed the Artemis Rex with numbers. Those three never even raised a weapon in their own defense.

Davenport didn’t get a chance to check on Lyons before the mercenaries dragged everyone off to their own ship. 

He did see the mercenaries check the Drifter to see if anyone else was on board, but they didn’t bring Lyons out when they captured the crew. Was Lyons dead? Why else would they just ignore her and leave her behind?

At least she wasn’t trapped here with a bunch of surly, bleeding aliens with more attitude than sense.

The ship clanged outside their cage. “This cage is constructed into the cargo hold wall.” Rodeo turned his ear toward the hull behind Davenport. “I’m guessing they do this kind of thing a lot.”

“How did they know about us?” Fiddler asked. “I could understand aliens trying to drive us out of their territory, but these guys are all human.”

“Their ships have Reserve Wing profiles,” Bandit pointed out. “They can only have come from one place.”

“I think we’re about to find out,” Davenport breathed. “Here they come.”

A bunch of burly, tattooed, scruffy characters stomped across the cargo hold toward the cage. All the mercenaries carried giant weapons and many sported thick beards in states of filth and neglect. No way could these men belong to the Reserve Wing, no matter what they were flying.

They stationed themselves in a ring around the cage and one of them stepped forward. He wasn’t the biggest. In fact, he was the smallest by size and his XQ couldn’t have been more than a 65.

He jutted his chin at Davenport and the man’s eyes dipped to Davenport’s star. “Who the hell are you?” 

“Who the hell are you, jackass?” Dice rumbled. “You better let us out of here before I shove that XQ where the sun don’t shine.”

“What the hell are you doing way out here?” The guy nodded at Davenport’s star again. “That don’t mean shit out here.”

“It might not mean anything to you, but it means something to me,” Davenport replied. “Your tats don’t mean shit to me, but you don’t hear me telling you to take them off.”

Davenport didn’t mean it as a joke, but Dice let out a loud, booming laugh. He blared in the guy’s face so loudly that everyone jumped, including some of the mercenaries.

Davenport winced at the sound, but Dice’s laughter unsettled the mercenaries so much that Davenport let it slide.

“Who the hell are you?” Davenport demanded. “What are you doing flying Reserve Wing ships in Sacron Enigma? Did you steal these ships?”

“Steal them! We bought and paid for them…. just like we’ll get paid for dragging your sorry ass back to Admiral Joyce.”

Davenport stiffened. “So you’re working for him? Is that it?”

“That’s right.” The guy leveled his XQ straight at Davenport. “We’ll get paid and you’ll go straight to hell.”

“So you already know who I am,” Davenport began. “That means we can all stop pretending and you don’t have to ask me anymore why I’m here or why I’m wearing this star. Now tell me who you are.”

“I’m Boss Creed and these….” He nodded to the men flanking him. “These are the Mad Men.”

Fiddler gasped and Dice muttered, “Shit!” 

Davenport stiffened and Wolf growled low under his breath again. 

“That’s right, you pieces of shit. Maybe now you’ll show a little respect.” Creed raised his XQ to aim at the ceiling. “Anyway, none of that matters ‘cuz we’re taking you back to the Confederacy just as soon as we get word on where to rendezvous with the Admiral.”

Davenport frowned, but he didn’t say anything. He had been bracing himself for some kind of interrogation scene, but before he could open his mouth, Creed and the others stalked away.

A few went to work in the cargo hold where the prisoners could see them. Others left for the Nitrol’s other decks. Davenport waited for them to come back, but they didn’t. They all just ignored the prisoners after that.

“What the hell just happened?” Laub asked.

“We got captured by the Mad Men,” Axel replied. “We’re screwed.”

“Why didn’t he ask about the Ithium?” Fiddler asked.

“Maybe they don’t know about it,” Rodeo suggested. “I can see Admiral Joyce hiring the Mad Men to track us into Sacron Enigma and bring us back to him without actually telling them why he wanted us.”

“Admiral Joyce won’t be happy if the Mad Men take us back to the Confederacy without the Ithium and the chip,” Bandit remarked. 

“I doubt he’ll care,” Davenport replied. “If the Mad Men turn us over to him without the stuff, he’ll just send them back out here to search the Artemis Rex.”

“Which means we have to get the stuff off the ship as soon as possible,” Rodeo agreed. “We need to stash it somewhere he won’t find it.”

“Where’s that?” Coon asked.

“Hey, chickens!” Dice boomed. “In case you hadn’t realized, we’re locked in this shit-ass cage with no way to get out.”

“Why don’t you show us all how tough you are and bend the bars to get us out of here?” Fiddler suggested. 

Dice grunted something and turned to the bars. “I might be able to….”

A bunch of the boys had to squash themselves into a corner just to get out of his way. Dice didn’t notice them scrambling to sit on top of each other. Breeze accidentally stepped on Wolf’s foot and Wolf let out another blood-chilling screech before shoving Breeze off.

Dice scowled at the bars for a second and then gripped them in his meaty fists. He flexed his enormous back to pull the bars apart. He heaved and snarled and groaned, but they didn’t budge.

“God damn it!” he roared and shot to his feet. 

The boys fell over each other crowding to the other side of the cage. More had to sit on top of each other and Wolf and Coon both ended up sitting on Davenport’s lap.

Dice heaved to his feet and jammed his powerful shoulders hard against the cage roof. The metal creaked and the whole cage rocked and banged against the anchor bolts.

“You’re doing it!” Rodeo called. “Just a little more and you’ll break it out.”

Davenport didn’t see Dice making any headway, but Davenport didn’t argue. Rodeo’s encouragement spurred Dice to even greater feats of rage. 

He bent his knees and smashed his shoulders upward into the ceiling. Tearing sounds echoed through the hold and the nearest Mad Men turned around to look.

Dice widened his stance and stepped on Coon’s leg. The boy shrieked in pain until Davenport hauled him the rest of the way out of danger, but nowhere was safe. Dice lost all awareness of everyone around him in his single-minded determination to break the cage in half.

One of the anchor bolts stripped out of the back wall. The noise escalated to a deafening pitch mingled with Dice’s furious bellows.

Two of the Mad Men picked up their XQs and came over. One of the biggest guys leveled his weapon at Dice through the bars. “Stop that! Sit down before I open fire!”

Dice either didn’t hear or pretended not to. He kept smashing his giant body upward into the cage ceiling. He banged huge dents in the metal and finally managed to bend several of the bars. Two more anchor bolts tore out and the cage tilted violently.

Davenport shrank even farther into the corner. He plastered his body on top of Fiddler and the boys in some vain attempt to protect them from Dice’s madness. Dice seemed to be growing bigger by the second. Davenport didn’t see how the cage could possibly hold him.

The two guys standing outside became more agitated. The bigger one stuck his XQ straight through the bars and jammed the barrel into Dice’s face. “I said stop that! Sit down now if you don’t want to eat some of this!”

Dice gave another withering roar and slammed his weight hard to the side. The front bars clanged against the XQ and knocked it out of the guy’s hands. His fingers jerked against the trigger and the gun went off in Dice’s face.

The blast smashed into his skull and his whole giant body toppled sideways. He gave one last thunderous bellow and keeled over on top of the whole crew. His bulk tore the cage the rest of the way off the wall and it crashed onto its side with the prisoners all in a heap.

Yells and shrieks came from underneath Davenport. Dice’s body crushed the breath from Davenport’s lungs, but he couldn’t move to heave Dice off.

More Mad Men came running. They surrounded the cage trying to tip it up, but they couldn’t move it with so many people inside, especially with Dice sprawled on top of everyone else.

The Mad Men went through a confused discussion about what to do until Creed came back. He took one look at the mess, threw up his hands, and stormed off somewhere else muttering curses under his breath.

The other Mad Men exchanged glances. Then some of them shrugged and went back to what they were doing. The big guy who shot Dice pried his XQ from between the bars, checked it, and left.

“What the hell are they doing?” Coon gasped from under Dice’s weight.

“What the hell aren’t they doing?” Rodeo muttered. “They don’t care what condition we’re in as long as they hand us over to the Admiral.”

“Can’t……anyone……move……Dice?” Fiddler panted. She tried to push his enormous body off her tiny one, but she couldn’t budge him.

“Let’s all try together,” Davenport suggested. “Emmett……”

Emmett grunted, dragged his arm out from under Wolf and Laub, and added his pathetic efforts to the job of moving Dice.

Emmett, Fiddler, Davenport, and all the boys who could get to Dice tried at the same time. They still couldn’t move him.

“Does he have to be so damn big?” Bandit gasped.

Bodies kept wriggling underneath Davenport. He didn’t want to think about who was doing what or what body parts anyone was touching.

“Can anyone see if he’s even still alive?” Coon asked. 

Davenport slipped his fingers around Dice’s neck to check his pulse, but at that moment, Dice gave another bone-shaking roar and heaved off the stack of bodies. A bunch of people yelped and groaned as Dice rolled off them.

He rotated downward, toppled off the stack, and crashed down in a sitting position in his original place. His weight thumped on the cage floor and it tipped up to slam down where it was before.

It tottered without the anchor bolts holding it. All the other prisoners spilled across the floor and tumbled around Dice in a jumbled mess.

Davenport landed next to Dice with Wolf and Coon on either side of him. The others rearranged themselves and sat up straight when another crash made Davenport look behind him.

He almost didn’t believe his eyes when the cage door flipped outward and hit the hull behind it. Breeze rolled across the floor and went through one of his ridiculous muddles trying to unwind his tangled limbs. Axel and Laub both fell partially through the door with their legs still inside the cage.

Breeze glanced around, spotted the Mad Men, and froze for a second. The Mad Men completely ignored the noise and went on with their work.

Breeze looked back at his friends and noticed everyone staring at him. “I meant to do that.”








