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      Draanth's sake, these things weren't designed for comfort.

      The hard seat bit into T'Raal's back, formal furniture that hadn’t been designed for comfort. He shifted, trying to find a position that didn't make his back ache, and kept his gaze fixed on the courtroom below. This wasn't what he'd expected when he'd come to deliver intelligence that the Lathar's ancient enemy, the Tanel, were back, but it was the only place his contact could confirm that the emperor would be.

      The trial was already underway, Tavkronian advocates in elaborate robes making arguments at their respective tables. Officials scurried between desks with dataflexes, voices low.

      "Poor bastard," Red muttered beside him, her voice barely a whisper. She’d insisted on coming to Earth with him, claiming she needed parts for the Sprite's secondary cooling system. Riiiight. Like parts for the ship were going to be found on Devan Station, in orbit around Earth. But he knew better than to argue with his daughter when she got that look in her eyes.

      He grunted in agreement. He wasn’t any kind of legal expert, but from what they’d already heard, it was easy to see that the male had been stitched up and then some.

      Leaning back in his chair, he listened as the advocates made their arguments about bloodlines and heritage and the sins of fathers. Despite himself, he was drawn into the legal dance, waiting to see what warrior would be brought in to face judgment.

      A human woman clutched the hand of a younger male, terror written across her face. From his features, he had to be her son. She was fighting for her family; that much was obvious.

      "The defense calls the court's attention to precedent 47-B," the younger Tavkronian advocate declared. "Blood ties alone were deemed insufficient evidence of ideological contamination."

      He nodded in approval. Smart female. She was laying groundwork, building a legal fortress around her client. But would it be enough?

      Then the side whispers started, pointed and vicious as other Latharians in the gallery around them noticed Red. Half-Krynassis were rare. Any female who had carried one to term had been forced to give them up… to abandon them to the elements and let nature take its course.

      "Disgusting."

      "How did something like that even get on the station?"

      Red went rigid beside him, her jaw set in that way that meant she was fighting not to react. He shifted slightly, putting himself between her and the worst of the stares, his bulk blocking their direct line of sight.

      "Ignore them," he said quietly.

      "Hard to ignore assholes like that,” she murmured back, expression tight with anger.

      He bit back his smile at the human phrase. “You’re beginning to sound a lot like Sparky.”

      She grunted, her gaze colliding with his for a moment before she looked down at the courtroom again. “Should’ve brought him along.”

      T’Raal’s eyebrow winged up. “What? And make sure we definitely go to war with the entire Latharian Empire?”

      “Yeah… perhaps not. This lot certainly couldn’t handle him.” She chuckled, shaking her head. He grinned. While Sparky, one of Red’s husbands, might have been human, he was one of the most dangerous males T’Raal had ever met, and his devotion to Red was absolute. Even the hint of anyone in this place upsetting her, and he was liable to flip tables and burn the place to the ground.

      A door opened at the front of the courtroom, and everyone sat up as a warrior entered between guards.

      This must be Maax, he realized, remembering the advocate's earlier arguments. He was the very image of a textbook imperial warrior. Chains bound his wrists and ankles, but he held his head high despite the circumstances.

      T’Raal recognized the type instantly. Career military, probably served with distinction, now getting dragged through the legal system for something beyond his control. But he barely focused on Maax. Instead, his attention was fixed on the darkened judge's booth high above… waiting.

      Light flooded the booth, and his breath caught in his throat like he'd been sucker-punched.

      Emperor Daaynal K'Saan himself sat in judgment, ceremonial sash gleaming across his broad chest, and two drakeen hunched in the shadows behind him.

      T’Raal had known he would be here. But knowing that and seeing that… seeing the emperor were two different things entirely.

      "Well," Daaynal's voice filled the chamber with quiet authority. "This is an interesting situation."

      T’Raal forced himself to breathe, to maintain his position even as his mind raced. He couldn't approach the emperor here. It was too crowded. Not secure. And with the information he had, they needed secure.

      The trial continued, little more than a drone in the background as he studied the Emperor. Daaynal's expression was neutral and controlled, but there was something in his posture. No, that was absurd. He knew nothing about Daaynal, not as a person. All he knew was his reputation as one of the… no, the most dangerous emperor since the first emperor, Kayan Vorr, himself.

      "Did you know?" Daaynal leaned forward, his gaze boring into Maax, who stood below him. "About your heritage?"

      "No, my emperor. I believed that Daar A'Taav was my father. As I believe he did."

      The words hit him like individual hammer blows. Here was a warrior who'd lived his entire life believing in one truth, only to discover it was a lie.

      "And if you had known? What would you have done with that knowledge?"

      Maax didn't hesitate. "I would have turned myself in immediately. No warrior can serve two masters. My loyalty has always been to the empire."

      T’Raal’s jaw clenched. Loyalty to the empire. The same loyalty his mother had tried to instill in him, even as she'd walked away from it all to protect him. Her teachings, the morals she’d taught him, had driven him to come here with intelligence about the Tanel, despite his complicated… feelings about the imperial court.

      "The A'Taav clan has officially expelled you from their bloodline. You understand what this means?"

      "Yes, my emperor. I accept their judgment."

      The gallery erupted as warriors surged to their feet, offering clan names to the condemned warrior. He watched as loyalty overcame bloodline concerns, as brothers-in-arms stood together.

      Daaynal raised one hand, and silence fell like a blade.

      "Your loyalty to your brother warrior does you credit. However, Maax, formerly of the A'Taav clan, has already been offered a new name."

      Confusion rippled through the chamber. T’Raal’s chest tightened as Daaynal rose, the massive combat robots behind him shifting position.

      "The empire recognizes that the sins of the father cannot be visited upon the son. From this moment forward, you will be known as Maax K'Saan, warrior of the imperial house."

      K'Saan. The emperor's own name. He shook his head slightly, watching as the Emperor elevated a warrior with "tainted" bloodline to the highest clan in the empire.

      "The charges are dismissed. Remove his restraints."

      The courtroom erupted. Warriors cheered, court officials scrambled, and through it all, he sat frozen as the full implications crashed over him.

      The Emperor had just proven the principles he believed in. Loyalty over bloodline, honor over heritage, and the content of a warrior's character over the circumstances of his birth.

      Everything his mother had taught him. Everything he'd tried to live by… everything he’d assumed Daaynal K’Saan was not.

      "We need to leave. We can’t do this here,” he said roughly, surging to his feet. The walls of the courtroom pressed in on him, the celebrating crowd too loud, too close. He couldn't process this here. Couldn't think.

      Red shot him a sharp look but didn't argue. They moved toward the exit, T’Raal keeping his head down while his mind reeled. He'd come here to deliver intelligence and disappear. Instead, he'd witnessed something that challenged every assumption he'd made about the Emperor, about the empire, about his own choices.

      At the exit, something made him pause. Turn back.

      Daaynal stood at the front of the courtroom, accepting congratulations from court officials, but his gaze swept the gallery. Like he was searching for something.

      Their eyes met across the chaos.

      His training kicked in—his mother's lessons, ingrained so deep they were instinct. His right hand moved to his left shoulder, fingers tracing a specific pattern against the fabric of his jacket. An old hand signal she'd taught him when he was barely old enough to understand what it meant.

      If you ever need to prove who you are, this will do it.

      Daaynal went perfectly still as he focused on T'Raal with laser-like intensity. They locked gazes for a moment that seemed to stretch forever.

      He turned and walked away, Red falling into step beside him. His heart hammered against his ribs as they made their way out of the courtroom and into the corridors beyond.

      "Dad," Red said quietly, concern written across her face. "What just happened back there?"

      "Nothing," he said roughly. "Just⁠—"

      "Excuse me."

      The voice froze them both in their tracks. Deep, controlled, and unmistakable. He turned slowly to find Emperor Daaynal standing ten meters away, flanked by two drakeen who looked like they could tear through a shuttle's hull with their bare claws.

      Draanth.

      "Your Majesty." He inclined his head the bare minimum required by protocol. Beside him, Red relaxed slightly… the subtle shift of someone ready for a fight but not advertising it.

      "I wonder if I might have a word?" Daaynal's tone made it clear it wasn't a request. "There's a private chamber through here."

      His mother's training kicked in… years of lessons in diplomatic composure, in hiding what you really thought behind a mask of cool professionalism. He let that persona slide over him like armor, pushing down the chaos of emotions threatening to claw their way to the surface.

      "Of course."

      The private chamber was small and windowless, the kind of place where careers, and probably people, went to die. A simple table, a few chairs, walls that probably had enough surveillance equipment hidden in them to record a whisper from fifty meters away.

      The drakeen stayed outside, which meant Daaynal was confident he could handle two mercenaries by himself. Given that he was a warrior emperor with decades of combat experience with two drakeen in the corridor outside, that was probably a safe bet.

      "Please, sit," Daaynal said, settling into a chair with the easy grace of someone who'd never doubted his right to be wherever he was.

      He remained standing. Control the space. Project strength… Basic tactics.

      "That was an interesting signal," Daaynal said without preamble, those eyes studying him with uncomfortable intensity. "One I haven't seen in over thirty years."

      He kept his expression neutral and shrugged.

      “You are T'Raal of the Warborne," Daaynal continued, a statement, not a question. "Your reputation precedes you." His attention shifted to Red, and T'Raal felt a spike of protective instinct that was probably visible from orbit. "And you are?"

      Red straightened, every inch the experienced mercenary she was in her black combats and openly displayed weapons.

      "My daughter," T’Raal said, the words coming out harder than he'd intended. The possessive claim in his voice was unmistakable—Red was his family, his crew, his responsibility. “And also, Queen Redayne of Navarr."

      Daaynal's eyebrows rose slightly. “Navarrian? Your Majesty." He inclined his head to Red with genuine respect. "An honor. It has been a long time since the Imperial Court has had the honor of such a visit.”

      Red returned the courtesy, inclining her head with a regal gesture that he’d never taught her. “The pleasure is all mine, your majesty. Although I am not here in any official capacity. I am merely here to support my father.”

      “Of course, of course,” Daaynal said, his gaze returning to T'Raal. "Now then… Why would a mercenary captain gain my attention with an emergency signal from an order long since dead? Since, as I am sure you are aware, the last of the Praetoviatt died many years ago?”

      “I am aware. And, intelligence," he said, his voice steady despite the chaos in his head. "The Tanel are back. At least one of them, calling himself General Saak, has acquired a Krynassis reproductive halo."

      Daaynal froze for a second, his diplomatic mask slipping for just a heartbeat to reveal the razor-sharp intelligence beneath.

      "You're certain of this? When did this happen?”

      "My source is impeccable." He kept his voice level, professional, like he was reporting ship status to the crew. "The halo was stolen recently. We've heard nothing since."

      "And you brought this information to me because?"

      He met Daaynal's gaze directly, unflinching. "Because if the Tanel really are back, innocent people will die."

      Daaynal's expression shifted, skepticism creeping in. "The Tanel haven't been seen in over two hundred thousand years. More likely someone's taken a dead myth's name to try and scare people."

      "Maybe." He shrugged. "But can you afford to be wrong?"

      The emperor studied him for a long moment. "This information came at considerable risk to your source, I imagine."

      "That's not your concern."

      "No, I suppose it isn't." Daaynal stood, and he realized they were the same height and nearly the same build. "I appreciate you bringing this to my attention."

      He shrugged. “Don't thank me yet. If I'm right, stopping him won't be simple."

      "Nothing worthwhile ever is." Daaynal moved toward the door, then paused with his hand on the control panel. "Tell me, are you interested in more... official employment? I could use someone with your skills and connections."

      His jaw tightened. "No."

      "Pity."

      "The empire has plenty of lackeys already."

      The words came out harsher than he'd intended, carrying years of resentment and old pain.

      Daaynal's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his eyes.

      "Indeed, we do." Daaynal's expression was neutral, giving nothing away. "Tell me, does she know?"

      The question came from nowhere. He slid a glance at Red, who was watching the exchange with sharp intelligence, arms folded over her chest.

      "Know what?"

      "Who taught you that signal? Who you really are?" Daaynal's voice was quiet, almost gentle. "She's your family; that much is obvious. But there are things you're not telling her."

      His hands clenched into fists. "She knows everything that matters."

      "Does she?" Daaynal stepped closer, and he caught a familiar scent: weapon oil and leather, the clean metallic smell of well-maintained equipment. Not at all what he would have expected from the emperor himself. "That signal hasn't been used in decades."

      Red went very still beside him.

      "That's not relevant," he said roughly.

      "Isn't it?" Daaynal's smile was sad, tired. "Signals like that... they're not common knowledge. And that signal is unique. Known only to two people."

      The words hung in the air between them. A statement. Or maybe a question they were both dancing around.

      "The past is complicated," he said quietly.

      "Yes," Daaynal agreed. "It usually is." He paused. "Your mother trained you well."

      His chest tightened until he could barely breathe. "Don't."_

      Daaynal moved toward the door again. "The offer stands, T'Raal⁠—"

      "Verran," he cut in. "My name is T'Raal Verran."

      Daaynal frowned. "What?"

      "My name. It's T'Raal Verran. Not whatever you think it is."

      Something flickered in Daaynal's eyes—disappointment, maybe, or just acceptance. "Of course. T'Raal Verran. The offer stands, based on your character and skills. Think about it."

      The door slid shut behind him with a soft hiss, leaving them alone in the small chamber.

      "Well," Red said finally. "That was interesting."

      He turned to face her, expecting questions he wasn't ready to answer.

      "You want to tell me what that was really about?" she asked.

      "No."

      "Didn't think so." She was quiet for a moment. "But whatever history you've got with His Imperial Majesty⁠—"

      "It doesn't matter. The past is the past."

      "Is it?" Red stood, moving to his side. "Because it seemed like it mattered plenty to him. And to you."

      He met her look directly, but didn’t answer. She sighed, her expression filled with frustrated affection. “Come on then, we'd better get back to the ship. The others will want to know how the intelligence drop went."

      He snorted. "That's what we're calling it?"

      "What else would we call it?" Her grin was sharp.

      He chuckled as he followed her out of the room. "To steal a Sparky-ism… situation normal, all fucked up?"
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      Her left leg gave out on the third step.

      Reese caught herself against the bathroom doorframe, breathing hard as sensation crawled back into the limb like ants under her skin. The neural implant had been fucking with her balance for weeks, but this morning it decided to get creative with her nervous system. She tested her weight, shifted her stance, and tried again. This time the leg held, though it trembled.

      "Piece of shit," she muttered, though she wasn't entirely sure whether she meant the implant slowly destroying her motor control or her own treacherous body.

      The apartment reeked of instant coffee and the industrial-strength disinfectant the building management slathered on everything to mask decades of wear and tear. Military pension housing wasn't exactly luxury accommodations, but it was cheap, anonymous, and the management didn't ask awkward questions.

      She limped to the kitchenette, her left foot catching on the fold in the linoleum that had probably been white sometime in the previous century. The coffee maker wheezed to life when she jabbed the power button, gurgling like it was drowning in its own mechanical misery. Everything in this place was secondhand, broken, or both. Just like the people who lived here. Just like her.

      Steam rose from the ancient machine, fogging the small window that looked out over an alley filled with dumpsters and overflowing trash bins. Wiping the condensation away with her sleeve, she peered down at the street below. Mrs. Rodriguez walked her ancient terrier with the precision of a drill sergeant…same route, same pace, every morning at seven-fifteen sharp. Some patterns were comforting in their predictability.

      Others could get you killed.

      Her tablet buzzed against the counter. She grabbed it and scrolled through messages from veterans scattered across the country. Each message was another entry in her catalog of corporate-sponsored suffering: muscle weakness, coordination problems, the slow, inexorable creep of paralysis that the doctors insisted was all in their heads.

      Ryans in Seattle could barely hold a pen anymore, his handwriting dissolving into illegible scrawls. Williams in Detroit had started using a cane, the proud scorperio unit commander reduced to shuffling like an old man. Dubois in Jacksonville was having seizures that the doctors dismissed as panic attacks… She snorted. Yeah, right. She’d heard that one before. Apparently, watching your nervous system shut down was just another case of veteran hysteria.

      Opening her console, she cross-referenced the symptoms with implant serial numbers. The pattern was unmistakable to anyone who bothered to look… Neural interface units between batches KTV-3099 and STV-4092 were failing at catastrophic rates, turning elite soldiers into broken shells of their former selves. Oh, they’d all complained, gone through the official channels, but Nexus Dynamics had deep pockets and deeper connections, the kind that made inconvenient data disappear behind walls of classification and corporate privilege.

      Her comm chimed with an incoming call. Hughes's face materialized on the screen, and her heart clenched at the sight of him. The kid had been her comms specialist, solid as granite under fire, the kind of soldier who kept his head when everything went to hell. Now he looked like he'd aged a decade in the past month, his face drawn with the exhaustion that came from fighting an enemy you couldn't see or touch.

      "Captain," he said, his voice tight with something that might have been pain or fear. Probably both. "Got the test results back from that neurologist in Seattle."

      "And?" She kept her voice level, though dread was already building in her stomach.

      "Same bullshit as always. Progressive neural degradation, cause unknown." His laugh was sharp enough to cut glass, bitter as old coffee. "Doctor recommended immediate psychiatric evaluation. Apparently, I'm imagining the paralysis."

      Hughes's test results settled in her chest like a cold weight. She kept her expression neutral, years of command training holding her voice steady. "I'm sorry, Hughes. You deserve better than that."

      His results were just one more piece in the mountain of evidence she'd been building one devastating piece at a time. Fifty-three veterans with identical symptoms, all dismissed as head cases by medical professionals who wouldn't recognize a cover-up if it bit them on the ass. The corporate machine ground on, efficient and merciless.

      "Any word from the legal team?" he asked, hope flickering in his eyes.

      "That's the other problem," she sighed, the weight of constant disappointment settling on her shoulders. "Lawyer says the class action is stalled again. Defense is claiming national security privilege on everything related to implant specifications."

      "Shit." Hughes's expression crumpled slightly. "So what are we going to do?"

      The coffee maker finished its death rattle, producing something that barely qualified as caffeinated water but would have to do. She poured a cup anyway, needing the ritual more than the stimulation, the familiar motions a small anchor in a world that seemed determined to drift away from her. "I'm going to get him to file discovery motions on the safety testing protocols. Those predate military contracts. Let the team know that's the way we're going and to sit tight."

      Hughes nodded, making notes on his own tablet with hands that trembled visibly. "Will do. Anything else?"

      "Yeah." She leaned forward. "Tell everyone to vary their routines. Different routes to work, different times, different patterns. And if anyone sees the same car twice, I want to know about it."

      "You think they're watching us?"

      She sipped her coffee and grimaced. It tasted like disappointment with notes of artificial vanilla. "They're a multi-billion-dollar corporation with government contracts and a lot to lose. What do you think?"

      "Yeah. Good point." Hughes straightened slightly, some of his old military bearing reasserting itself. "I'll tell everyone to watch their backs. Catch you on the flipside, boss."

      After Hughes signed off, she pulled up news feeds on her tablet, scrolling through the digital detritus of a world that had forgotten how to care about its broken soldiers. Mainstream media was useless… Corporate advertising budgets bought editorial silence more effectively than any government censor. But… She bit her lip as she tapped in a new search term. Local outlets sometimes missed the memo about which stories to bury.

      There. Jacksonville local news: "Veteran Found Dead in Apparent Suicide."

      The photo showed Janet Dubois, former scorperio pilot and one of the loudest voices in their lawsuit. The article described a single gunshot wound to the head, no note, no warning signs. Just another troubled veteran who couldn't handle civilian life, according to the neat narrative they'd constructed around her death.

      Except Janet Dubois hadn't been troubled. She'd been furious, burning with rage that the government they’d all trusted had implanted defective equipment into their bodies and then gaslit them about the consequences. The Janet she'd known would have fought this battle to her last breath, not put a gun to her head in a moment of despair.

      She copied the article and added it to her evidence files. Pattern recognition had kept her alive in three combat zones, and the pattern here was becoming as clear as sniper fire… Veterans who spoke out publicly were having "accidents" at statistically impossible rates.

      Her tablet chimed with another news alert, this one from Detroit. Car accident, brake failure, another familiar name from her unit. Another voice silenced, another witness eliminated with the professional efficiency of corporate cleanup crews rather than random misfortune.

      Two deaths in three days. Both veterans who'd been vocal about their symptoms, both now conveniently silent.

      The coffee turned bitter in her mouth. Setting the cup down, she crossed to the window again, this time studying the street below with the tactical focus that had once made her one of the most effective scorperio commanders in the service. A blue sedan sat parked across from the building entrance, empty, but the heat shimmer rising from the hood said the engine was still warm.

      Her eyes narrowed. Someone was watching. Professional surveillance, the kind that cost serious money and came with government clearances.

      Memorizing the license plate, she stepped away from the window. The apartment suddenly felt smaller, more vulnerable, though she'd been careful when she picked it. Two ways out—the front door and the fire escape off her bedroom—plus sight lines to the street from multiple angles. Not perfect, but better than most places in her price range. You didn't survive years of combat by forgetting the basics, even when you were trying to disappear.

      She walked to her bedroom closet and pushed aside civilian clothes that had never quite fit right on a body trained for war, revealing the gear she'd hoped never to need again: body armor, tactical vest, and weapons that could punch through corporate security like tissue paper. All off books, of course. They were the tools of a trade she'd tried to leave behind, but that she knew she was going to need again.

      Her hands shook slightly as she ran inventory. Not from fear… she'd left that emotion behind in her first firefight. The tremor was getting worse each day, spreading through her nervous system like a slow poison, but her grip strength was solid, and her aim was still good.

      Good enough for what might be coming.

      Returning to her desk, she opened a new document, typing quickly despite the occasional muscle spasm that made her fingers jerk across the keys. A detailed report of everything she'd observed, complete with timestamps and evidence cross-references, all bundled up with a dead man’s trigger on the send function. If something happened to her, when something happened to her, at least the information would live to fight another day.

      The cursor blinked at her from the screen, waiting for words that might be her last testimony. She pulled up her notes for tomorrow's holoconference with the neurologist who'd agreed to review their medical records. The woman was risking her career by helping them, sticking her neck out for soldiers she'd never met because she'd seen enough cases to know the military doctors were lying through their teeth about the psychological diagnosis.

      Reese spread medical reports across her console screen, organizing them by symptom severity and progression timeline with the same precision she'd once used for battle plans.

      Each document represented a soldier whose life was slowly being stolen by corporate greed and government complicity, their bodies betrayed by the very technology that was supposed to make them invincible. The meeting could be the breakthrough they needed… an independent medical expert willing to testify that the implant failures were real, not imagined.

      She double-checked her list of questions, making sure she'd covered every angle the corporate lawyers might use to attack the doctor’s credibility. Details mattered in battles like this, where victory was measured in precedents and paper trails rather than body counts. One missed fact, one poorly documented symptom, and their case would crumble.

      She hissed as her left hand cramped suddenly, fingers curling into an involuntary claw.

      “God fucking dammit!” She massaged the muscles until they relaxed. The paralysis was spreading, climbing up her arm, but slowly. Thankfully.

      Outside her window, the blue sedan was gone, replaced by a different car with tinted windows that reflected the morning sun. Maybe nothing. Maybe a routine surveillance rotation. Maybe corporate cleanup crews moving into position for the final phase of their operation.

      Either way, she was ready for them.

      Saving all her work to a digi-drive, she took it to the small safe hidden behind her bookshelf, her fingers working the combination lock. Old school, like the drive, so it couldn’t be hacked. Inside the safe were backup drives containing every piece of evidence she'd gathered over months… years of investigation. All insurance against corporate cleanup efforts, a legacy that would outlive her if they managed to put her down. If something happened to her, the truth would survive.

      Locking the safe, she headed back to her desk, already planning tomorrow's strategy. The corporate lawyers thought they were fighting a broken-down veteran with PTSD and delusions of persecution—another damaged soldier ranting about government conspiracies.

      They had no idea what a tank commander could accomplish when she had nothing left to lose.
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      The Veterans Affairs building squatted on the corner like a concrete monument to bureaucratic indifference, its brutalist architecture designed to crush hope before you even walked through the doors. Reese limped across the plaza, her left leg cooperating for now, though she could feel the familiar crawl of numbness starting in her toes. The morning's cramping episode had left her hand stiff, fingers not quite responding the way they should when she'd tried to button her jacket.

      She'd dressed carefully for this meeting… a pressed shirt, her service pin displayed just so, polished shoes that still fit despite the swelling in her feet. Every detail was calculated to remind these people that she'd earned her benefits with blood and service, not charity and pity.

      The lobby reeked of industrial disinfectant and stale air. Veterans in various states of repair occupied plastic chairs designed by someone who'd never sat in one for longer than thirty seconds. A double-amputee dozed in the corner, his prosthetics newer and shinier than anything else in the building. An older woman clutched a manila folder thick with medical reports, her hands shaking with either neurological damage like Reese's or pure rage. Hard to tell the difference anymore in places like this.

      Reese approached the reception desk, where a clerk with dead eyes and a nameplate reading “James” processed forms with the enthusiasm of someone counting the days until retirement.

      "Captain Reese Payne," she said, sliding her military ID across the scarred surface. "I have an appointment with Claims Officer Hendrick about my medical benefits review."

      James barely glanced at the ID before tapping his screen with one finger. "Take a seat. He'll call you when he's ready."

      She didn't take a seat. Standing was easier than getting back up, and she'd learned to pick her battles with her treacherous body. Instead, she studied the motivational posters on the walls—glossy images of flag-waving patriotism and smiling veterans that bore no resemblance to the reality of this place. "Our Heroes Deserve Our Best." Right. Their best was apparently fluorescent lighting and chairs that belonged in a prison waiting room.

      "Payne!" The voice carried across the lobby like a drill sergeant's bark. She looked up to find it came from a soft-bodied man in a rumpled suit. Claims Officer Hendrick stood in a doorway, folder in hand, already looking bored.

      "I'm Payne," she introduced herself as she walked toward him, only for him to grunt.

      "Follow me," he ordered and turned, obviously expecting her to follow. She shrugged and did. She'd long since gotten used to the fact that no one in places like this considered her or any other veterans worth common courtesy.

      His office was a monument to middle-management mediocrity. Fake wood paneling, a desk that had seen better decades, and a couple of battered filing cabinets. Hendrick settled behind his desk like it was a fortress wall, opening her file with the sort of theatrical sigh that suggested this was all a tremendous inconvenience.

      "Let's see here," he muttered, flipping through pages. "Captain Payne, decorated service record, multiple combat deployments, Scorperio unit commander." He looked up at her with the expression of someone who'd found something unpleasant stuck to his shoe. "Says here you're claiming service-connected disability for... progressive neurological symptoms?"

      "That's correct." She kept her voice level, professional. Just because he was an asshole didn't mean that she had to be. "Caused by defective neural interface implants manufactured by Nexus_Dynamics and installed during my service."

      He made a noncommittal noise and turned to his computer screen, fingers pecking at the keyboard like an arthritic chicken. "According to your service records, the incident that ended your deployment was classified as equipment operator error."

      The words struck her hard, but she kept her expression neutral. Years of command training had taught her never to let subordinates or the enemy see weakness, and bureaucrats like this asshole were just another form of hostile to be managed.

      "I'm sorry, what incident?" she asked quietly.

      "The ambush that killed your unit. Says right here—" He tapped his screen with one finger. "That the investigation concluded that Captain Payne failed to follow proper neural interface protocols, resulting in system failure during combat operations. Pilot error, essentially."

      Heat rose in her chest, the familiar burning of pure, distilled rage. The kind of anger that had once made her an effective tank commander but would now get her thrown out of government buildings if she didn't control herself.

      "I dispute that finding," she said, her voice dropping cold. "There were factors beyond my control during that engagement."

      He shrugged with the indifference of someone who'd heard every sob story in the book. "That's not what the official investigation found. And unfortunately, we can only base our determinations on documented evidence, not personal interpretations of events."

      "The neural implants are defective," she continued, fighting to keep her voice steady. "There are over fifty veterans experiencing identical symptoms. Progressive paralysis, motor control failure, cognitive impairment. All from the same batch of implants."

      "Hmm." Hendrick scrolled through more screens. "I don't see any manufacturer recalls or safety bulletins. If there were a systemic problem with the equipment, surely the manufacturer would have issued some kind of advisory?"

      She bit back the urge to tell this jumped-up little asshole what Nexus_Dynamics had issued instead… lawyers, bribes, and cleanup crews. Instead, she leaned forward slightly.

      "Officer Hendrick, I served multiple tours in major combat zones. I commanded a Scorperio unit that never lost a single engagement until that final operation. My record speaks for itself."

      "I'm sure it does." His tone said he wasn't sure of anything except his desire to get her out of his office. "But the documentation clearly indicates operator error. Now, we can certainly process a claim for PTSD counseling services, if you'd like. Many veterans find it helpful for dealing with... adjustment issues."

      She gritted her teeth to avoid snapping his head off. PTSD counseling. Because obviously, a decorated combat veteran complaining about systemic equipment failure was just having trouble adjusting to civilian life. Over a decade after leaving the service.

      "I don't need counseling," she said, carefully picking her words and tone of voice. "I need medical treatment for a service-connected disability caused by defective equipment that the service authorized for implantation."

      He closed her file with a soft thud, shaking his head. "I'm afraid that's not something we can approve based on the current documentation. If you'd like to appeal this decision, there are forms you can fill out. Takes about six to eight months for review."

      Six to eight months.

      By then, she'd probably be in a wheelchair full-time, assuming the paralysis didn't reach her respiratory system first as it had with some of the others. Each of them reacted to the breakdown of the pathways in a different way… She'd seen the progression charts that Ryans had sent her from Seattle.

      She pulled out her com unit and scrolled to a contact she'd hoped never to use. Colonel Frank Martin, her former CO, now working veterans affairs liaison at the regional command.

      "Mind if I make a quick call?" she asked, not waiting for permission before hitting the number.

      Martin answered on the second ring. "Reese? Jesus, girl, I was wondering when I'd hear from you. How are you holding up?"

      "Could be better, Colonel. I'm sitting in a VA office with a claims officer who's denying my disability claim because of that final operation report."

      The silence on the other end of the line stretched long enough for Hendrick to start looking uncomfortable. When Martin spoke again, his voice carried an authority that made bureaucrats pay attention.

      "Put me on speaker, Captain."

      Reese set the com unit on Hendrick's desk and hit the speaker button. "Colonel Frank Martin, veterans affairs liaison, speaking to Claims Officer...?"

      "Hendrick," the man squeaked, suddenly sitting up straighter.

      "Officer Hendrick, what's the issue with Captain Payne's claim?"

      Hendrick cleared his throat nervously. "Well, sir, she's filing for disability benefits related to neurological damage, but her final operation report shows equipment operator error. Policy states we can't approve disability claims when the injury resulted from the claimant's negligence."

      "I see. And have you reviewed her full service record?"

      "Well, I... the disability claim is what I'm processing today, sir."

      "Pull up her complete record. Now."

      Hendrick didn't argue, his fingers flying over his keyboard as sweat beaded on his forehead. "I... yes, sir. Loading now..."

      "Captain Payne served with distinction for nearly twenty years," Martin’s voice filled the small office, ringing with authority. "Three combat tours, multiple commendations, exemplary service record. She's entitled to long-service medical benefits regardless of that final report, isn't she?"

      "I... yes, sir. Veterans with over ten years of active service are eligible for comprehensive medical coverage..."

      "Good. Process those benefits immediately. And while you're at it, I want you to file a formal dispute against that final operation report on Captain Payne's behalf."

      "A dispute, sir?"

      "Yes, Hendrick. Veterans have the right to dispute findings they believe are inaccurate. It's standard procedure. And once you've filed that dispute, you'll need to submit a form KT-224."

      "KT-224?" Hendrick sounded like he was drowning. Or wished he was as long as he was anywhere but here.

      "Interim benefits authorization. Allows you to pull down temporary disability payments while disputes are being resolved. Captain Payne shouldn't have to wait months for medical care while bureaucrats shuffle papers."

      "Yes, Colonel. Of course. I'll... there seems to have been an oversight on my part. Let me process these forms immediately."

      Hendrick's fingers pecked frantically at the keyboard, the sound like nervous applause. Within minutes, he'd printed out multiple forms, though his hands shook slightly as he handed over the paperwork.

      "This covers your long-service medical benefits, the dispute filing, and the interim disability authorization," he said, not quite meeting her eyes. "Should take care of everything while we... resolve the matter."

      Taking the forms, she stood, her left leg holding steady for now. Thankfully. The last thing she needed was to fall flat on her face in front of this little weasel. "Thank you, Officer Hendrick. I appreciate your thoroughness."

      Martin’s voice came through the com unit one more time. "Reese, you call me if anyone gives you any more trouble, you hear? And Officer Hendrick? Captain Payne won't need to make another trip down here for something that should have been handled correctly the first time, will she?"

      "No, sir. Absolutely not."

      "Excellent. Reese? Don't be a stranger, okay?"

      "Not at all, sir, thank you."

      Ending the call, she slipped the com unit back into her pocket. "Have a good day, Officer Hendrick."

      She walked out of Hendrick's office with her head high, though she felt his eyes boring into her back. The temporary approval was a victory but a hollow one. The money wasn't the issue; getting someone to listen to her and the others was.

      In the lobby, she passed the same veterans who'd been waiting when she arrived. The double-amputee was still dozing, the older woman still clutching her folder. All of them were fighting the same battle against a system designed to grind them down until they gave up and went away.

      Outside, the morning sun felt warm on her face, though she could barely feel it through the numbness spreading up her left arm. The temporary approval bought her time, but time for what? More meetings with doctors who'd dismiss her symptoms as psychological? More lawyers who'd hit classified roadblocks every time they tried to subpoena Nexus Dynamics?

      She pulled out her com unit and scrolled through her contacts, looking at the names of veterans who'd been part of her lawsuit. Half of them had been crossed out in the past month—accidents, suicides, sudden illnesses that had nothing to do with defective implants and everything to do with corporate cleanup operations.

      The pattern was clear to anyone willing to see it. Question was, how long before her name joined the list of tragic accidents? And how much damage could she do to Nexus Dynamics before they managed to silence her permanently?

      Her left hand cramped suddenly, her fingers curling up into a claw that took thirty seconds to release. The timer was running down, and she was running out of moves.

      But she wasn't out of the game yet. Not by a long shot.
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        * * *

      

      The holographic display flickered above the command table, casting blue light across the faces of his crew as they studied the available contracts.

      "The weapons job pays three times our usual rate," Tank said as she paced behind her chair, fingers tapping rapid patterns against her thigh. "High-grade military hardware, probably stolen from some imperial depot. We intercept, we keep what's useful, sell the rest."

      T'Raal leaned back in his chair, arms folded, watching the debate unfold. This exact argument had played out dozens of times before as the crew picked the next job.

      "Sure," Sparky countered from across the table. "But look at this one." He gestured at a different contract with a grin that made T'Raal wonder if humans had a death wish encoded in their DNA. Probably, knowing Sparky. "Explosive demolition on a corporate mining platform. Boom, crash, done. What's not to love?"

      Fin pulled up tactical data with a frown. "Err, the fact it has a twelve percent survival rate? Where Tank’s pick has a sixty percent survival probability rate, based on the last known cargo manifest… We’re talking hardened shields and automated defense systems. The whole shooting match. Literally."

      "Those are rookie numbers," Sparky chirped. "I've survived worse odds than that. Remember that thing on Korvain?"

      "You mean when you nearly blew yourself up?" Red asked from her position at the engineering console, not looking up from her maintenance reports. "And took half the dock with you?"

      "Key word being 'nearly.'" Sparky grinned at her. "Besides, explosions are just chemistry with attitude. Very predictable once you understand the molecular⁠—"

      "The client reliability index on both jobs is questionable," Mayce interrupted. “The jobs history shows delayed payments, contract modifications mid-job, and one instance of outright refusal to pay."

      Red snorted. “Yeah, no… We need the credits. Ship maintenance, supplies, ammunition... None of that comes free."

      "What about this one?" Skinny's deep voice cut through the argument, the heavy-worlder's massive frame making his seat creak as he pointed at a different contract. "Cargo escort through the Veil Nebula. Moderate risk, decent pay, straightforward job."

      "Boring," Tank muttered.

      "Safe," Skinny arched an eyebrow at her. "Credits in the bank, no one shooting at us, everyone goes home intact."

      "Where's the fun in safe?" Sparky asked, though his tone had lost some of its manic edge. There was one thing that got Sparky’s interest as much as blowing things up, and that was money.

      T'Raal studied the three main options displayed. There was the job that Tank favored—dangerous but lucrative, the kind of job that would set them up for months. Then, Sparky's demolition nightmare that would probably get half of them killed. Bringing up the rear was Skinny's sensible escort run that would pay the bills without unnecessary risk.

      "Tal?" he asked, glancing over at their medic. “You got an opinion? You’ll be the one patching us up if this shit goes sideways.”

      The ship's medic looked up from the readouts with a grimace. "If we hit resistance on the weapons job we’re talking probable casualties. Combat injuries and possible fatalities if we're unlucky. The demolition... I'd recommend updating everyone's wills and next of kin details first."

      "Cheerful," Red muttered.

      "Realistic," Tal corrected. "The escort run means maybe some minor injuries if pirates decide to test us. Nothing I can't handle. I might even get lollipops for the medbay if you’re all good girls and boys.”

      “Asshole.”

      Tank leaned forward, her hands flat on the table. "We're mercenaries, not merchants. The dangerous jobs pay well because they're dangerous. That's the whole point."

      "The point is staying alive long enough to spend the credits," Fin replied.

      "Look." Sparky's usual manic grin faded, his expression growing serious. "I know the demolition job sounds mental, but the target is a corporate facility. They've been dumping toxic waste into inhabited systems. Someone needs to stop them and fast.”

      T'Raal raised an eyebrow. It wasn't often that Sparky revealed the moral compass hidden beneath his chaotic exterior.

      "The weapons shipment could be heading to slavers," Tank pointed out. "Or worse. Military-grade hardware in the wrong hands..."

      And there it was. The real reason Tank wanted the job. Not just the credits but the chance to make a difference. To strike back at the systems that had chewed up soldiers like her and spat them out broken.

      He studied the display for another moment, weighing options against personalities, risks against rewards. His crew was family, and like any family, they each needed different things to stay healthy and whole.

      "We take Tank’s job." His words dropped into the room like a command decision, ending the debate instantly. “Tip off the Sycthes for the demo job. It’s more up their alley anyway.”

      Conversations died mid-sentence. Sparky's hand froze halfway to his mouth. Tank straightened. Even Red looked up from her reports.

      "Tank's right about the credits." He folded his arms over his chest. "And the cargo. We can't let military hardware fall into the wrong hands. But we do this smart. Full tactical analysis, backup plans for every contingency, and no unnecessary risks."

      Tank's grin was sharp enough to cut steel. "Copy that, boss."

      "Fin, I want complete intelligence on the escort ships. Capabilities, weaknesses, and crew rosters if you can get them. Sparky..." He fixed the human with a level stare. "No improvised explosives unless I specifically authorize them."

      "Aw, come on," Sparky protested. "Half the fun is the creative problem-solving."

      "No."

      "What about quarter-sized explosives? Just tiny ones?"

      "No."

      Sparky sighed dramatically. "Fine. I'll stick to the boring conventional weapons."

      "Skinny, plot us the most efficient course to the intercept point, but keep escape routes in mind."

      T'Raal stood. "Questions?"

      "Timeline?" Skinny asked, already pulling up star charts.

      "Forty-eight hours to full mission readiness. The convoy leaves Hanrakan-four in six days, which gives us time to position ourselves along their route."

      "Rules of engagement?" Tank's fingers drummed against her holster, the movement sharp and precise. He’d noticed the habit before. She was itching for action.

      "Disable if possible, destroy if necessary. Priority is the cargo, not the crew. If they surrender, we take prisoners. If they fight..." He shrugged. "We finish it fast."

      The crew nodded, the familiar rhythm of pre-mission preparation settling over them like a comfortable jacket. This was what they were good at—taking impossible jobs and making them look easy.

      "Forty-eight hours, people,” he said as they filed out. “Let's make it count."

      Red was the last to leave, pausing at the doorway to catch his eye. "Good choice, Dad."

      He nodded, settling back into his chair as the command room emptied. The job was dangerous, but it was the right kind of dangerous. The kind that would keep his crew sharp without being reckless, profitable without being suicidal.

      And if Tank was right about the cargo's destination, they'd be doing some real good in the galaxy. Sometimes, that mattered more than the credits.

      The holographic display flickered off, leaving him alone with his thoughts and the quiet hum of the Sprite's engines. In forty-eight hours, they'd be hunting a military convoy through the depths of space.

      He smiled grimly. Just another day in the life of the Warborne.
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