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Chapter 1




“Another twenty Stalwarts coming out from Macron Calypso!” Kuman called from the station behind Sheriff Mace Davenport’s chair on board the stolen Stalwart-class gunship, Tenacious. “The Reserve Wing isn’t messing around this time!”

“When have they ever?” Davenport called back. “Bring the fleet about to return fire!”

“The cavalry is coming out from Helios Sanctus, too,” Yogro interjected from his side of the Tenacious’s bridge. “They’re demanding the return of their fugitives.”

“Tell them to suck my……” Davenport broke off when a gunshot glanced across the Tenacious’s flank. “Engage and drive the cocksuckers back to Hell where they belong. Babcock! What can you tell me about where that Ziprothil is?”

“I’m working on it!” Babcock shrieked from his own station. “It’s moving around all over the place. No! I got it! It’s at the Pegasus Mine. No! It’s leaving the Pegasus Mine!”

“Who is it leaving with?” Davenport called over the crash of more gunfire.

“We got a few bigger problems than finding the Ziprothil!” Kuman interjected. “Fourteen Stalwarts are breaking the line! They’re coming after us—this particular ship!”

Davenport turned his attention back to the battle and saw that the situation was becoming critical. The Reserve Wing never had been in the habit of playing nice, especially not where Davenport and his friends had been concerned. 

Now the Reserve Wing Stalwarts were getting downright biblical, but he should have expected that.

The fleet of alien warships that once served Calyx Elkanon surrounded the Tenacious, but the Reserve Wing wasn’t taking that lying down.

A solid rank of Stalwarts advanced to drive the alien fleet back. Daggers and Nitrols swarmed in from both sides trying to break the fleet’s position and get inside Davenport’s perimeter.

The escaped prisoners from Terminus Anathema and combined alien fleet stood firm and the gunfire shooting back and forth between the two sides escalated to deafening explosions. The Reserve Wing couldn’t break through, but the alien fleet couldn’t break away, either.

“Find that Ziprothil, Babcock!” Davenport ordered. “We need to know where to go when we get out of here.”

Davenport almost went back to coordinating the battle, but he stopped when Babcock turned around and met Davenport’s eye. “I’m sorry, Davenport. The Ziprothil is on a Reserve Wing Nitrol heading for Atlas Arcane. The Nitrol is traveling in convoy with a squadron of Daggers en route to rendezvous with more Stalwarts. They got it. The Reserve Wing got the Ziprothil.”

A chill went up Davenport’s spine. “Is there any sign of…..?” He broke off. He couldn’t ask the question.

He got Dice and Fiddler back. All the rest of his people had vanished into space and now the Ziprothil was gone, too.

The Ziprothil wasn’t just gone. The situation would have seemed bleak enough just because of that.

Now Admiral Joyce had the Ziprothil, the Ithium, and the chip that would turn both substances into a catastrophic doomsday weapon that could wipe out the whole Confederacy. That dirty rotten bastard.

Davenport’s resolve solidified to ice-cold granite. “Track that ship and get us out of this battle. We’re going after him. Break the line, Kuman. Duni, as soon as the Howitzers punch through, gun it and overtake that Nitrol. I don’t care what it takes. We’re getting that Ziprothil if it’s the last thing we do.”

“These Stalwarts might have something to say about that!” Kuman yelled over the noise of more gunfire coming from all directions.

“Then break through the Daggers!” Davenport ordered. “Wheel about and cut through. Bring the fleet in to block the Stalwarts’ gunfire while we break away!”

“You’ll need more than one Stalwart to take on the Reserve Wing!” Yogro countered. “I’m cutting twenty of our ships away to come with us.”

“Do whatever you have to do! Just get out from behind these Stalwarts and overtake that ship! Stand ready to sprint, Duni!”

The Tenacious and a body of alien warships spun sideways and laid into the Daggers and Nitrols attacking from the port side. Duni throttled the Tenacious forward and the alien fleet overran the Daggers to break through.

The rest of Davenport’s force charged the gap and laid into the Reserve Wing line. The fugitives from Calyx’s prison empire struck a Stalwart at the far end of the line and the Stalwart exploded right on top of the Tenacious. 

The concussion hurled the Tenacious sideways and more explosions boomed all around the ship. Something detonated behind Davenport’s chair and Babcock flew away from his station. 

“Get us through, Duni!” Davenport bellowed. “Get us through now!”

Duni punched the throttle and the Tenacious rocketed out of the battle. The ship burst into clear open space and Duni spun around to gun it in pursuit of the Ziprothil.

Another twenty of Davenport’s fleet broke through at the same time. They surrounded the Tenacious and they all fired their engines to support the ship, but at that moment, the Stalwarts coming from Macron Calypso charged into the battle and hammered the Tenacious with more gunfire.

Davenport opened his mouth to order the fleet to break this line, too, but the same thing happened. Dozens of alien vessels tied up the original Stalwart line to give Davenport a chance to break away.

Now these new Stalwarts pivoted sideways and blockaded Davenport’s group from escaping. The new ships formed a second blockade to hold the alien fleet here.

“We can’t get through!” Kuman called. “What’s Plan B?”

“To hell with it!” Davenport countered. “Scatter our ships and reconverge to encircle the Reserve Wing!”

“That’s gonna be risky!”

“Don’t tell me it’s risky!” Davenport snapped. “Just do it! We can’t go anywhere with these assholes trapping us like this!”

The order translated down the alien line. The two flanks that had been locked in battle against the Reserve Wing scattered in an instant. 

The Stalwarts, Daggers, and Nitrols whirled away trying to acquire their targets, but the defenders broke apart too quickly and left the Reserve Wing with nothing to shoot at.

The plan worked beyond Davenport’s wildest dreams. His fleet blasted outward in all directions. The Reserve Wing vessels all turned outward to follow their targets. The Reserve Wing formed a perfect circle.

The alien ships skidded into reverse and came howling back with a vengeance. They caught the Reserve Wing with its pants down, closed in an outer ring, and attacked to drive the Reserve Wing into a defensive huddle.

“Ha ha! It worked!” Yogro crowed. “Eat it, you bastards!”

“Finish them off!” Davenport ordered. “Cripple the Reserve Wing so they can’t come after us?”

“Do you want to break away now?” Duni asked from the pilot’s station. “We got a clear shot to catch up with the Ziprothil.”

Davenport opened his mouth to answer when Kuman interrupted. “Another fleet is coming in hot and heavy! You thought you had problems before! Here they come! Brace for…..”

A crushing smash struck the Tenacious and slammed the ship into the alien ring encircling the Reserve Wing. An overwhelming tide of ships blasted into the battle and drilled Davenport’s fleet straight into the Reserve Wing ranks they’d just been fighting.

“What the hell is going on?!” Davenport bellowed. “Who’s attacking us?”

“They belong to Yuki Duetis—Rizarth Hudan’s old syndicate.” Kuman attacked his controls. “The wires are buzzing with the news. Yuki is dead and Rizarth’s daughter has taken control of the syndicate.”

“What the hell is she doing coming after us?” Davenport countered. “Can you locate her in the swarm? See if you can hail her.”

“I’m not picking up any indication of which ship is leading the charge. There are too many…..”

Another bone-crunching impact struck the Tenacious. Davenport couldn’t see or hear anything for a second as the ship’s controls flickered off and then on again.

When the confusion cleared, he had to steady himself when he saw the state of battle outside. 

Rizarth Hudan’s old syndicate brought a massive fleet of ships that Davenport didn’t recognize. Rizarth’s people surrounded Davenport’s fleet and the Reserve Wing. Rizarth’s people fired into the crowd regardless of who they hit.

The incoming fleet hammered Davenport’s group backward until his ships got mixed up with the Reserve Wing. Davenport’s people and the Reserve Wing joined forces against these new invaders, but even with all those ships working together, no one could overcome the attackers.

The combined mishmash of Davenport’s alien fugitives and the Reserve Wing retreated before the onslaught. The rear flank split apart to let them retreat and then Rizarth’s squadron struck with a vengeance.

They spun inward toward the middle, launched a brutal onslaught on the former prisoners’ position, and cut straight through Davenport’s line to drive the defenders apart. 

Reserve Wing Stalwarts and Daggers got caught in the same sweep. Both fleets bumped into each other trying to get away from Rizarth’s assault. 

The Tenacious skidded to starboard surrounded by Reserve Wing vessels all doing their best just to stop Rizarth’s squadron from destroying them all.

Rizarth’s squadron split the defenders in half. Davenport’s group still couldn’t defend itself, but Rizarth’s squadron pulled the same maneuver again to cut the two halves into fourths.

“They’re cutting us apart!” Kuman yelled over the concussion of gunfire. “They’re dividing and conquering!”

“What the hell am I supposed to do about it?!” Davenport countered and another punishing shot slammed the Tenacious aside.

“We’re receiving communications from Rizarth’s flagship!”

“You said you couldn’t identify his flagship!”

“One of them is hailing us. They’re demanding we turn over the prisoners.”

“What prisoners?!” Davenport fired back. “We’re all prisoners!”

Kuman shook his head and then looked up. “He’s demanding to speak to you.”

“Put him on.” 

The communications link finally connected and Davenport found himself looking at another giant Hidion. “Who are you and why are you attacking us?” Davenport demanded. “We’ve never had any conflict with Rizarth Hudan’s organization.”

“Who I am isn’t important,” the Hidion countered. “You’re holding an Adik prisoner on board your ship. We demand that you return him immediately.”

Davenport frowned. “We have a lot of Adiks on board. They’re our friends. We aren’t holding any of them. We helped them escape from Terminus Anathema…..”

“This one was not a prisoner at Terminus Anathema. His name is Dice. We demand that you turn him over immediately along with the female human that was flying with him when you captured them.”

“I’m telling you we didn’t capture them,” Davenport fired back. “I can bring them here to tell you in person if you want.”

“I do not want to hear from them in person whether you captured them or not. Prepare to be boarded to hand them over or you can prepare to be boarded when we take them by force. The choice is yours.” The Hidion cut the signal. 

“They’re arming their weapons for another onslaught,” Kuman reported. “If they attack again, we won’t be able to stop them from crippling us, boarding us, and doing whatever else they want with us.”

“Like hell we will,” Davenport muttered. “Tell him he’ll have to destroy the ship with Dice on board. We’ll never hand him over.”

Kuman tried to answer, but more gunfire cut him off. Rizarth’s squadron reacted to that message with surgical precision, nailed the Tenacious with another strategic barrage, and drove the Stalwart farther away from the ships surrounding it.

The Tenacious returned fire, but too many of Rizarth’s attack vessels surrounded the Stalwart. Duni couldn’t break away nor could the Tenacious overcome these numbers.

A flank of twenty of Rizarth’s vessels split apart from the rest of the squadron. Those twenty herded the Tenacious away from any other ship that might be able to guard it. 

Davenport’s throat went dry when he saw what the squadron was trying to do. They were coming after him and no one else.








  
  
Chapter 2




“The Ziprothil is on a Nitrol heading for Atlas Arcane!” Coon reported from his station in the gunship’s rear. “The Nitrol is rendezvousing with more Stalwarts. They’re too far ahead. We lost the Ziprothil, too.” 

“Get out of the controls, Coon!” Rodeo called from the cockpit. “We’re leaving Chorion Osiris. You need to withdraw now in case we need you later.”

“I’m going!”

Healey glanced over at Coon’s station. His filaments had been completely intertwined with the ship’s controls while Bandit launched the gunship into space. 

Now Coon withdrew his filaments and went back to manning his station the old-fashioned way. “That is so cool!” Jace commented from his seat next to Coon.

Coon shot him a grin. “Almost as cool as yours.” He nodded at Jace’s copies. They filled the rest of the gunship’s seats behind the Chorion Team.

“Can you locate any of our other people?” Rodeo asked. 

“Whoa!” Laub breathed. “Check out the disaster at Terminus Anathema!”

All eyes turned to the prison—or what was left of it. Alien warships from Ekol Thaine’s old empire floated in orbit and bombarded the prison to a hellscape of explosions.

The scanners picked up random groups from dozens of species overrunning different parts of the prison, getting into gunfights against other groups, and breaking apart to either advance or retreat. 

The territory inside the prison changed hands multiple times in the few minutes it took Bandit to get within scanner range. “Can you pick up any human life signs?” Healey asked.

“There are humans in almost every group down there,” Rodeo replied. “We wouldn’t be able to find Davenport unless we went down there.”

“We are NOT going down there,” Axel interjected. “Forget about it.”

“Communications with the prison are down, too,” Rodeo replied. “We can’t contact anyone to find out if Davenport is even still alive.”

“What about the others?” Healey asked. “Can you track anyone else? What about…..?”

He cut himself off when he saw the reports from Helios Sanctus. The station had been catastrophically damaged. Dice and Fiddler weren’t there anymore anyway.

Bandit must have been thinking the same thing. He had set a course for Helios Sanctus when he left Chorion Osiris, but he turned away when he saw the state of the station. The crew wouldn’t get their questions answered there.

He flew past the station, but he had to veer away a third time to avoid getting pulled into a massive battle between the Reserve Wing and multiple criminal forces all locked in deadly combat.

Healey scrambled over the controls trying to identify them all. “Who’s fighting who?”

“Yuki Deutis is giving them hell,” Rodeo observed.

“It isn’t Yuki,” Coon called. “The wires are saying Yuki’s dead.”

“Hold up!” Healey interrupted. “The records indicate that Dice and Fiddler left Helios Sanctus in a stolen Reserve Wing Nitrol.”

“That doesn’t help us,” Rodeo fired back. “There are Reserve Wing Nitrols all over the place!”

“This Nitrol isn’t in battle. The Reserve Wing Stalwart Tenacious took the Nitrol on board. The Reserve Wing must have recaptured Dice and Fiddler.”

“That’s the Tenacious right there—the one fighting Yuki’s people,” Bandit observed.

“Get behind the Tenacious and see if you can board it. We’ll retake Dice and Fiddler while the Reserve Wing is distracted.”

Bandit swooped into the battle, but he had a hard time even getting near the Tenacious with all the other ships zooming back and forth, firing in all directions, colliding with each other, and detonating under hellish gunfire.

“Rizarth’s squadron is going after the Tenacious, too!” Healey reported. 

“Good,” Rodeo countered. “The more the better. Then no one on board will see us sneaking in through the back door. Get your itchy fingers working, Coon. I need you to crack the Stalwart’s hold.”

“You got it!” Coon called. “Just tell me when. I won’t go in until you get in position.”

No one said anything for a minute while Bandit did his best to work his way through the battle. Rizarth’s squadron carved the defenders apart, locked up everyone in different parts of the battlefield, and plastered everyone else away from the Tenacious.

Rizarth’s squadron forced the Stalwart back into a corner by itself. Dozens of Rizarth’s ships pivoted in reverse to aim their guns outward from the group attacking the Tenacious. 

That ring of ships blocked anyone else from getting near the Stalwart, but Rizarth’s squadron only guarded the Tenacious against Reserve Wing and alien warships that might be able to help the Tenacious.

Bandit hurtled around the battlefield and skimmed into position by the Tenacious’s cargo hold. Coon’s fingers hung poised over the controls waiting for Rodeo’s word.

“Now, Coon!” Rodeo ordered. “Get in, open the hold, and get out!”

Coon went into a trance as his filaments snaked into the gunship’s controls. The Tenacious’s hold opened, but at that moment, another ship blasted out of the confusion and skidded into place right in front of the hold.

The new ship was a Phoenix-class frigate and it opened fire on the Chorions’ gunship. “Return fire!” Bandit ordered.

Healey and the other Chorions spun their cannons around to blast the Phoenix out of the sky, but just then, the ship’s communications systems switched on. “Rodeo! It’s me—Lyons! What are you doing here? Why are you trying to get on board this Stalwart?”

“We picked up that this Stalwart captured Dice and Fiddler,” Rodeo replied. “We were gonna go on board and try to free them while the ship is distracted by the battle.” He frowned. “What are you doing here?”

“We were just about to do the same thing.”

Rodeo cocked his head to one side. He didn’t look at what he was doing anymore. “You’re alone. It’s just you and Emmett.”

“Come on board with us,” Lyons told him. “We can find Dice and Fiddler together. My people will tie up the Stalwart crew so they don’t come after us.”

“Your people!” Bandit asked. “What do you mean?”

“You must not have been reading the wires. I killed Yuki and took over my father’s empire. This fleet is operating on my orders. We tracked Dice and Fiddler to this Stalwart. Now we’re here to get them back.” She took one look at their stunned expressions and tightened her lips. “Come on board. We’ll need to work together to find Dice and Fiddler and retrieve them from Reserve Wing custody.”

She cut the signal. “Um…..what the hell just happened?” Bandit squeaked.

“She killed Yuki and took over her father’s empire,” Rodeo breathed under his breath. “Jesus!”

“You better do what she says and land in the hold,” Healey suggested. “You don’t want to piss that lady off.”

Bandit gulped and eased the gunship forward. The Phoenix was already setting down inside the hold.

Bandit landed next to the Phoenix and Healey and the Chorions unloaded. They met Emmett and Lyons outside. “Where are the girls?” Rodeo asked.

“Let’s move out,” Lyons snapped. “We don’t have a lot of time.” She raised her XQ and then noticed Jace standing there. “Who’s he?”

“He’s another Chorion,” Healey replied. “He can help us. Spread out, Jace. We’re looking for an Adik and a petite human female with brown hair and brown eyes. They should be together wherever they are.”

Jace nodded. “No problem.”

He set off toward the stairs and the rest of the crew followed. Healey didn’t ask where the Armageddon Core was. He saw right away from Emmett’s and Lyons’s expressions that it couldn’t be good.

No one had any time to discuss it first. Healey and the boys grabbed their weapons from the gunship and started climbing the stairs. Lyons pulled out a card showing scanner readings of the ship. 

“There must be fifty Adiks on this ship,” she grumbled. “How the hell are we supposed to find one?”

“Are any of them in close proximity to a human female?” Rodeo asked.

“Are any of them in close proximity to a Chorion?” Emmett asked. “The records indicated that Dice and Fiddler left Helios Sanctus with a Chorion.”

“That’s right,” Lyons exclaimed. “I forgot about that. Here he is. He’s in this crew lounge and there’s a Chorion in there with him.” She frowned at the readings. “In fact, there are five different Chorion life signs in there with him…..and one human female.”

“Let’s go,” Healey ordered. “Surround that lounge, Jace.”

“You bet.”

Jace burst apart into dozens of copies. They all ran up the stairs with the crew following him, but the party had to pause more than once. Gunfire from outside kept jostling the ship and knocking everyone into the walls.

“Can’t you call off the assault?” Healey yelled to Lyons over the noise.

“The assault is the only thing stopping the crew from coming after us, remember?”

“Not for long!” Emmett pointed at her card. “We got company!”

“Stand by to defend that lounge, Jace!” Healey ordered.

Jace didn’t answer before the group made it to the right landing. He burst into the corridor beyond and his copies spread out to flood the Stalwart’s deck. 

Lyons, Emmett, Healey, and the other Chorions turned toward the lounge where Dice, Fiddler, and their Chorion companions had been just a minute before, but the lounge was empty now.

Lyons consulted her card again “They’re on the move! Someone must have tipped them off that we’re here!”

“How could they?” Rodeo demanded. “We just got here!”

More gunfire startled everyone into spinning around, but this didn’t come from outside the ship. It burst right out in the corridor.

The group hustled back out there to find Jace’s copies in a full-blown firefight against a bunch of Hidions, Zihori, Adiks, Zalvao, and a bunch of other aliens Healey couldn’t see from here.

They advanced from every side and boxed the group in near the lounge. The copies returned fire and the Tenacious crew dropped dozens of copies all over the corridor.

“Fall back!” Lyons ordered. “We gotta fall back and overtake Dice and the others! Come on, Marshall!”

Rodeo, Axel, Emmett, and Laub moved in front of the party. Lyons, Healey, and the other Chorions fell behind Jace’s protection, but the group still had to battle their way to another stairwell at the far end of the corridor.

The copies multiplied themselves again and twenty of them surrounded the group at the center. The copies pivoted to face another squad of the Tenacious crew blocking their way in that direction.

The copies rushed straight into the crew’s guns. The copies opened fire, but their main defense relied on just taking the hits, losing dozens of copies, and overrunning the crew by sheer numbers.

They attacked the crew and the copies used hand-to-hand combat techniques to disarm the crew, kill them, and leave everyone lying on the floor.

One of the copies pushed the stairwell door open and herded everyone else inside. “Go! Move!”

“Dice and Fiddler are five floors above us!” Lyons reported. “The crew is all down here. Dice and Fiddler are unguarded.”

“Except for those Chorions,” Emmett pointed out. “They must be guarding the prisoners.”

“Not for long,” she muttered and raised her XQ. “As soon as we find them, they’ll be dead and we’ll get Dice and Fiddler back.”








  
  
Chapter 3




“We’re being boarded!” Kuman reported. “Two ships are hacking our cargo hold! One of them is a Phoenix-class frigate from Rizarth’s fleet. The other is a gunship belonging to Typhon Elexor.” 

Davenport spun around in his seat. “Typhon Elexor! What are they doing all the way out here? They never leave Ultra Meridian.”

“It’s only one gunship,” Yogro pointed out. “The hack is coming from there.”

“The Phoenix is firing on the gunship!” Kuman went on. “No, wait! They’re both moving in and the crews are joining forces. They’re heading on board.”

“They’re after Dice!” Davenport shot out of his seat. “Duni and Babcock, you take over here. Kuman, you and Yogro come with me. Get our crew down there to intercept them. Locate Dice and move our people in to stop these assholes from taking him and Fiddler.”

Davenport grabbed his weapon and stormed off the bridge. No one was going to board his ship and steal his friends while he had anything to say about it.

Kuman took a scanner from the ship’s controls. Davenport raced down multiple decks to the crew lounge where Dice, Fiddler, and Jace were staying, but when he, Kuman, and Yogro joined up with more of the crew to defend the lounge, the Tenacious crew walked in on dozens of armed men guarding the lounge instead.

The crew broke out into the corridor and wound up walking into gunfire bombarding the walls. Three of Davenports’ crew went down right there and Yogro got hit. He bellowed in pain, dragged himself to the nearest wall, and fired around the corner to bombard the intruders.

“Who the hell are these guys?!” Davenport roared to Kuman.

Kuman stuck his head out once and immediately pulled it back. “It’s Jace! It’s that guy Dice and Fiddler brought on board.”

Davenport took his turn darting around the corner and cursed when he pulled his head back. Kuman was right. Every man out there was one of Jace’s copies.

“Son of a bitch!” Davenport spat. “I knew we shouldn’t have trusted that guy.”

Kuman checked his card. “Dice and Fiddler are falling back to the medical deck! The intruders are pursuing! Look! Jace is surrounding Dice and Fiddler. He must be working with Rizarth’s people to capture Dice and Fiddler.”

Davenport checked the card. “Let’s double back and cut them off. Come on!”

He gave orders to the rest of the crew to hold the copies here. Davenport, Kuman, and three Zihori dove back into the stairwell and raced down to the medical deck.

They came up against another army of copies here, but they all seemed to be fighting each other instead of anyone else.

Davenport waved Kuman into another corridor. They followed Kuman’s scans and circled toward the intensive care unit where they almost collided with Dice and Fiddler coming the other way.

“Thank God you’re all right!” Davenport exclaimed. “We thought they got you!”

“Who?” Fiddler asked. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know but…..” Just then, Jace came running around the corner followed by four of his copies. Davenport raised his weapon and aimed it straight in the first copy’s face. “Back off, asshole. I don’t care if I have to blow you all away. You aren’t coming near these people.”

Fiddler lunged for Davenport and tried to pull his gun down. “What are you doing, Davenport? It’s Jace. He’s our friend.”

“He’s the one invading this ship! He’s working with Rizarth Hudan’s people to capture you two!”

“That’s impossible!” Fiddler exclaimed. “He saved our lives on Helios Sanctus. We wouldn’t be here now without him.”

“I don’t care what he did on Helios Sanctus!” Davenport snapped back. “He’s up there shooting at my crew to stop us from stopping them from taking you! Rizarth’s people demanded that we hand you two over to them and then they invaded the ship to capture you. Who do you think is up there shooting at us?”

Fiddler opened her mouth argue, but before she could answer, another group of Jace’s copies backed around the corner. They were engaged in a brutal firefight against another group of copies advancing from the other direction.

The gunfire threatened to destroy Davenport and his friends. He grabbed Fiddler and pulled her and Dice out of the way.

“What the hell is going on, Jace?!” she hollered over her shoulder while the group retreated to a different part of the deck. “Why are your copies fighting each other?”

“I don’t know!” he called back. “I can’t explain it!”

The friends burst into another stairwell and ran up three floors to the engineering deck. Davenport steered everyone through the engine room and out the other side to a part of the ship where he hoped no one would find them.

Fiddler turned to Jace. “You need to withdraw your copies. Collapse them all inside you so they stop fighting each other.”

He nodded. “Done.”

She blinked at him and then waved that away. “Come on. Stay with us. We’ll figure this out one way or the other.”

“The intruders are still covering most of the ship,” Kuman reported. “They have dozens of Chorions with them. Most of the intruders are Chorions.”

Davenport frowned and grabbed the card. “Let me see.”

He scowled at the readings, but it was true. Dozens of Chorion life signs filled every deck, but they weren’t the only intruders. “Are you sure you collapsed your copies, Jace?” Fiddler asked.

“I’m certain. I always know where all my copies are.”

“Something weird is going on.” Davenport shoved the card back into Kuman’s hand. “We gotta rejoin with the rest of the crew. We’ll lead the intruders back into the crew’s guns. We’ll get you and Dice behind the crew line so the intruders can’t take you.”

“Why do they want us?” Dice asked. 

“They didn’t say. Did you ever do anything to Rizarth Hudan—anything that could make him your enemy?”

Dice shrugged and looked away. “I might have.”

“What did you do?” Fiddler asked.

“Well….it wasn’t Rizarth necessarily that I did it to. It was Yuki Duetis. He hates me.”

“But Yuki is dead,” Kuman pointed out. “This isn’t Yuki demanding that we hand you over.”

“Who is it?” Dice asked.

“His daughter,” Davenport replied. “She killed Yuki and took over Rizarth’s empire. She’s the one sending out her people to capture you and Fiddler.”

“Why didn’t you say so?!” Dice roared. “Why didn’t you tell me that in the first place?!”

He spun away and charged back out into the corridor heading back toward the battle. “You can’t go over there!” Davenport yelled. “You’re running straight into their hands!”

“It’s Lyons, you fool!” Dice bellowed over his shoulder. “Lyons is Rizarth Hudan’s daughter! She thinks you captured me and she’s trying to get me back! Don’t you get it?! She must have tracked us here from Helios Sanctus and she sees that you took our Nitrol on board!”

Davenport stopped in his tracks and blinked at nothing. “Lyons….is Rizarth Hudan’s daughter?”

“Come on!” Dice snatched Davenport by the arm and they all took off running.

They spun around a corner and ran full tilt into Lyons, Emmett, Healey, and the Chorions.

Fiddler charged into Emmett’s arms. “Dad!!”

“Baby!” He crushed her into his neck, lifted her feet off the floor, and spun her around.

Lyons launched herself at Dice, dropped her weapon, and threw her arms around him. “You’re all right!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

He laughed and hugged her. “I’m alright. You didn’t have to go shooting up the place.”

Davenport stiffened when a bunch of Jace’s copies retreated around another corner. They were still trading gunfire, but they traded it with the Tenacious crew instead.

The copies turned around and slowed as they advanced closer to the rest of the group. “Jace!” Fiddler exclaimed. “I told you to collapse your copies.”

“I did.” Jace turned to face the copies. “These aren’t mine.”

The copies walked slower and slower getting nearer and nearer to the place where Jace stood next to Fiddler. Each of the copies looked slightly different from him.

One by one, the copies combined into one man and the last two copies came face to face—except that they weren’t copies. 

One wore brand new tan pants, polished leather shoes, a tight black t-shirt, and his hair had been cut neatly around his strong features.

The other copy wore rough, hand-sewn rags patched together from animal skins and the tattered remains of other garments. His hair had not been cut recently and the parts that had been cut looked like they’d been chopped unevenly with a dull knife.

“If he isn’t one of yours, who is he?” Fiddler asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Axel pointed out. “They’re twins. There are two of them with the same ability.” He turned to the last two copies. “Which of you is the real Jace?”

“I am,” the one in nice clothes replied and turned to the other copy. “Who are you?”

The one in rough clothes flicked his hair out of his eyes. He did it exactly the same way Jace always did. “My name’s Jericho. I’m your twin brother. I’ve been living on Chorion Osiris all this time—or everyone thinks I have. My copies left the planet to do jobs around the Confederacy. Coots never knew I left.”

“Then how…..how did Jace end up in Helios Sanctus?” Fiddler asked.

“The Reserve Wing sent a team of hired Chorions to the planet to scout for people with useful abilities. They’re always sending teams to Chorion Osiris looking for people they can use. They took Jace thinking he was the only one. They never found out about me.”

Jace stared at him with wide eyes. “How do you know all that? Do we have a family on Chorion Osiris? I never knew about….about any of it.”

“Our father Coots still lives there,” Jericho replied. “I remember when they took you. Our mother raised us alone in the forest. I was crawling around in the bushes when the Reserve Wing team came. They killed her and took you away. Later, Coots came to check on us. He found her dead and took me to live with him in the mountains. I never told him what happened and he never found out. He always thought there was one of us. He’s still living there with one of my copies.”

“So you were the one Admiral Joyce hired to come after us,” Bandit exclaimed. “It was you all along when we thought it was Jace.”

“Everyone on Chorion Osiris calls me Jace,” Jericho replied. “No one knows my real name.” He turned to his brother. “Until now.”

Jace burst into a huge grin. “I never thought I’d find you!”

Jericho smiled more slowly, but eventually, he let it out and it lit up his whole face. “I never thought I’d see you again. I thought you might be dead.”

Jace burst out laughing and grabbed his brother in a crude hug. Jericho tolerated it, but he pulled away sooner.

Davenport looked around. “Are there any other copies on the ship?”

Jace and Jericho both said, “No,” at the same time. Then they did a double-take and stared at each other.

“Now what do we do?” Lyons asked. “Joyce has all three components.”

“There has to be a way to stop him.” Davenport turned to Kuman. “Get back to the bridge and start withdrawing our people out of the battle. We need to disengage from the Reserve Wing.”

“I better go with you,” Lyons added. “I’ll give orders for my people to back off. We can join forces and go after Joyce, now that we have the firepower to do it.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Davenport strode onto the Tenacious’s bridge, but he had to stop himself from going near the captain’s chair. Lyons approached it instead, sat down, and clipped over her shoulder, “Open a line of communications with my flagship.”

“It’s open,” Kuman told her.

“Ignus—it’s me—it’s Lyons. I’m in command of the Tenacious.”

The same Hidion appeared on the screen and frowned at her. “How did you do that?”

“That doesn’t matter. I’m taking command of this fleet. Break off your assault, bring our ships in line, and disengage from the Reserve Wing.”

Ignus scowled at her and then at his controls. “If we disengage, they’ll attack us again.”

“No, they won’t. Now carry out my orders. We’re pulling back to Atlas Arcane.”

“I don’t like it,” he growled. 

“I don’t like it, either,” she replied. “There are larger considerations at work. Now disengage.”

“Rizarth’s squadron is pulling away,” Kuman reported. “The Reserve Wing is regrouping.”

“How functional are they?” Davenport asked. “What can we expect if they decide to launch another assault?”

“Half their Stalwarts are crippled,” Babcock chimed in from his station. “They won’t be stupid enough to launch another assault.”

“Send out orders to our fleet,” Davenport told Kuman. “Tell them we’re falling in with Rizarth’s squadron.”

“All our vessels are signaling acknowledgment,” Kuman replied.

Davenport watched the Reserve Wing vessels retreat to the far side of the battlefield. Those that hadn’t been as badly damaged glided to the front to defend their stricken sister ships, but none of them was holding together too well. They’d been beaten.

Now Rizarth’s squadron came together with Calyx’s fleet, the stolen ships the former prisoners took from Terminus Anathema, and a few stragglers left over from Ekol Thaine’s dispersed empire.

All those ships drew in line and confronted the pathetic remnant of the Reserve Wing licking its wounds across the battlefield. 

Emmett chuckled. “Not so big and tough now, are you?” 

Lyons tapped the communications controls to open channels to all the ships around here. “Lay in a course for Atlas Arcane. I’m sending you identifying coordinates for a Stalwart carrying the Ziprothil. We shouldn’t have any trouble following and intercepting it. Launch on my command. We can leave these idiots here to……”

“Ma’am!” Kuman interrupted. “The Reserve Wing contingent—they’re arming for another assault! Incoming!”

A blast of cannon fire pelted across the Tenacious’s nose. Then, out of some nightmare, the Reserve Wing contingent blasted out of position and reengaged with the syndicate force nearly ten times its size.

“I don’t believe it!” Lyons snapped. “Finish them off! Put them in the ground!”

“Another fleet of Reserve Wing vessels is coming in from Helios Sanctus, Ma’am!” Yogro interjected. “We might have a problem!”

“Don’t give me problems!” she countered. “Get rid of these assholes! Destroy every last ship!”

Rizarth’s squadron rocketed out of position and locked with the Reserve Wing vessels that had been standing against the alien assailants to begin with. 

That left Calyx’s fleet and the escaped prisoners to confront the new Reserve Wing flank moving in from Helios Sanctus.

They met in a hail of gunfire and exploding ships. Three Stalwarts surrounded the Tenacious.

“We got more Stalwarts moving in from three directions!” Kuman yelled over the noise. “I don’t think they were too happy about that bloody nose we gave them!”

“Where are they coming from?” Davenport hollered back.

“Close ranks!” Lyons ordered down the line. “Don’t let them divide us!”

“It’s too late!” Kuman told her just as a brutal smash rocked the Tenacious. The ship tipped up on one wing and more Stalwarts pounded the ship’s underside to knock it completely over on its side.

Davenport pitched into Kuman’s station and grabbed on to stop himself from rolling into the opposite wall. 

Babcock didn’t hold on in time. He somersaulted past Lyons’s chair and fell over Breeze who was rolling around the floor with nothing to check him.

“What’s the problem?!” Lyons roared. “Why can’t we drive them off?”

“There are too many Stalwarts, Ma’am!” Kuman bellowed back. “They’re overrunning us!”

“Bullshit!” she roared back. “Why aren’t the three fleets closing ranks like I said?!”

“They can’t break through! The Reserve Wing is pulling the same trick on us that you pulled on them before.”

She groaned in frustration, but the three fleets couldn’t fight their way back together. The incoming Stalwarts blasted to the center of the battlefield and seized control of the middle ground. None of the smaller groupings could fight their way back to reclaim it.

Davenport floundered back to Kuman’s station. He tried again and again to give the order to close ranks, but Davenport could already see all three fleets trying to do just that and failing. 

The Reserve Wing had sent in enough new, fresh Stalwarts to tip the balance in their favor. 

The Stalwarts couldn’t overcome the combined rebels’ firepower, but the Reserve Wing didn’t have to. 

The Stalwarts just had to hold the three fleets apart so they couldn’t join forces. That was the tipping point. All three fleets had to stand together for their advantage to hold.

Howitzers boomed up and down the line from all three fleets. The Reserve Wing returned fire in kind, but they hit enough enemy ships that they would tip the scales in their own favor pretty soon. Davenport had to act.

Kuman woke Davenport from his thoughts. “We got another fleet moving in!”

Lyons groaned. “Not another one! Aren’t there enough Reserve Wing vessels here already?”

“They aren’t Reserve Wing! They’re coming from……they’re coming from Nyx Anonyma.”

Davenport’s head shot up, but he didn’t have time to answer before the new fleet bombed into the battle with guns blazing. Hundreds of ships flooded the battlefield and swept the Reserve Wing aside in seconds.

Stalwarts exploded all over the map and a few Daggers collided with the incoming fleet to burst on the ships’ hulls.

Davenport gulped. “Is that who I think it is?”

The communications system flicked on and he found himself looking at a hideous alien with multiple jointed appendages and quivering pinchers surrounding its mouth.

“Davenport!” the creature husked. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“Ekol!” Davenport gasped. “We thought you were dead! We saw you go down on…..”

The words died in his throat. Vorax Summa. Davenport and the Chorion Team had watched Ekol Thaine’s ship go down in flames on Vorax Summa—the same planet where Admiral Joyce planned to release the Ithium.

“These pesky Reserve Wing ships won’t bother you again,” Ekol rasped. “I see some of my people are flying under your banner.”

“I took them in because they had nowhere else to go. Your empire has been in disarray since everyone thought you were dead.”

“That’s all over now. I hear you’ve taken over after Calyx Elkanon’s death. That’s perfect. I’d much rather negotiate with you.”

Davenport opened his mouth to answer, but Kuman interrupted. “Another group of ships moving in. There are only eight of them, though—and they’re small. They don’t pose a threat to us and they don’t belong to the Reserve Wing.”

“Then we can destroy them just as easily.” Ekol turned to some of his bridge staff. “Destroy those ships.”

“Stop!” Davenport called. “Don’t shoot! Hold your fire! It’s the Wide Patrol! They’re with the Sheriff’s Service. Send out orders to every ship on the field to hold their fire.”

“The lead ship is hailing you,” Kuman reported. “The ship in question is designated Vindicator.”

“I know who it is. Open the line.”

The screen switched. Ekol vanished and Davenport found himself face to face with Sheriff Deacon Pritchard.

“Sheriff,” Pritchard began.

“Sheriff,” Davenport replied.

“Good to see you back in the saddle,” Pritchard went on. “I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind if I come over and have a few words with you and your crew.”

Davenport raised his eyebrows. “You want to come over—alone—and have a few words with me and my crew? Which crew—the one that escaped from Terminus Anathema?”

“You know which crew I mean.” Pritchard held up a computer device and read off a series of names. “I have warrants to arrest you, Marshall Lawrence Healey, Emmett Duncan, Kay Hahn also known as Fiddler, Sabrina Lyons, the Adik known as Dice, and the Chorions known as Rodeo, Bandit, Alla, Axel, Laub, Wolf, Breeze, Coon, and Jace.” He put down his device. “You can see that the Patrol doesn’t pose a threat to you and I’m sure you won’t consider one man coming over to your ship unarmed as a threat, either. I want to talk to you—that’s all.”

“One man?” Davenport repeated. “You’re coming alone?”

Pritchard shrugged. “If you allow it, I’ll bring Treese with me. That’s all. I just want to talk.”

“And you’ll come unarmed?”

“I said I would and I will. If you agree, the Patrol will stand off here and wait for me while I bring the Vindicator into your hold.”

Davenport glanced around at his friends. He didn’t have to ask if Pritchard was sincere. Deacon Pritchard was possibly the one person outside Davenport’s own crew that he never questioned.

He also didn’t have to question whether Pritchard would be able to arrest the crew if he wanted to. The Wide Patrol might have a reputation as some of the biggest badasses in the galaxy, but no way could eight ships as small as theirs stand up to all these alien criminals.

That was the weird thing about it. The Wide Patrol came out here knowing they’d be massively outgunned. They didn’t stand a chance—which meant they never intended to fight at all. Pritchard really did just want to talk.

Lyons turned around. She, Emmett, Fiddler, Dice, and the Chorions exchanged glances, too. Dice shrugged. “You might as well give him a chance to say his piece. I guess we owe him that much.”

“Yeah, we do.” Davenport turned back to the screen. “All right, Sheriff. You can come over and you can bring Treese with you if you want to. We’ll meet you down there.”

Kuman cut the channel and Davenport and his crew all looked around at each other again. Something had changed. Davenport didn’t have to say a word. Pritchard showing up like this ended something. Davenport just didn’t know what it was yet.








