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            PROLOGUE

          

          DAY 1

        

      

    

    
      The hologram that hovered in the middle of Project Resilient’s control room was an extreme closeup of a guy that Jack could only describe as a typical news-bro. Everyone knew the type: clean-cut, polished with a strong jawline and eyes that seemed to drill right into your skull. This one was pale with just a touch of gray in his dark hair.

      Of course, he wore the Leyrian version of a suit – which, in this case, was a jacket and shirt with a collar that went right to his chin. Cultural differences aside, some things remained the same anywhere you went. On any planet in this galaxy, if there was a man who spent his days spouting platitudes into a camera, he inevitably looked like this.

      “Good evening,” the man said. “I’m Jarid Ponorsi, and tonight, we bring you more updates on the terrorist activities of former Justice Keeper Jack Hunter.”

      There had been no “terrorist activity” of any kind since that very first raid on the Vondrai facility. Jack had a hard time imagining what those “updates'' could possibly be, but then this wasn’t really news. It was infotainment.

      The camera zoomed out to reveal a large studio with all kinds of monitors and some kind of prismatic floor. The skyline of a city was visible in the background. Jack couldn’t say which one. Not Denabria.

      The image changed to a split-screen of Jarid and a woman in a pink suit. She was tall with short, red hair and a cleft chin. If Jack had to guess, he would say she was about the same age as his mother.

      “Dr. Mazari Kestral joins us from the University of Alika,” Jarid said. “Doctor, I’m told that you have a somewhat unorthodox theory as to Hunter’s motivations.”

      The woman nodded. “I do indeed, Jarid,” she replied. “Given his recent testimony in the trial of Cassiara Seyrus and his experience with what many have dubbed ‘The Torture Virus,’ I believe it is reasonable to conclude that Jack Hunter has suffered a psychotic break and that this is the reason for his decision to turn against his former friends and allies.”

      Reclining in a chair with his feet propped up on the table, Jack smiled as he lifted a mug of hot chocolate. “I make my living on the evening news,” he murmured. “Just give me something, something I can use.”
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        Day 3

      

      

      “Hurry! Hurry!” Jack said as he guided a caravan of some fifty recently-freed prisoners through a corridor that was shaped like a pentagon. Most of them wore ratty, sweat-stained clothes, and they smelled like they hadn’t showered in days. Which, they hadn’t. Because this place was a concentration camp.

      A young man in a brown t-shirt came rushing up to him. This poor guy was tall with tanned skin and a scraggly beard. He looked as though he hadn’t eaten in days. “I overheard them talking,” he panted. “They remember what you did last time. The Gate Room will be heavily guarded.”

      Forcing a smile, Jack bowed his head to the other man. “That’s why we’re not going to the Gate Room,” he promised. “Just trust me.”

      He ushered his charges into a large storage room where they had to maneuver around crates. He had been careful in his selection of an escape route. Sun had been willing to do a little impromptu hacking with her LIS clearance. How she covered her tracks, he couldn’t say, but he trusted her.

      The escapees found Cassi squatting next to a trapdoor that led down to a service tunnel. “Hurry,” she said, gesturing to the ladder. “Quickly now.”

      Jack didn’t bother with the rungs.

      He dropped through the opening and landed crouched in a narrow space with black walls. Naked bulbs in the ceiling kept the darkness at bay.

      Rising smoothly, he strode forward with confidence. “How we doing down here?” he asked. “Having any trouble controlling that thing?”

      Harry stood in the middle of the tunnel with a folded-up sheet of veiny flesh at his feet. “Of course not.” He waved his hand over the device, and it stretched, contorting into the shape of a triangle that nearly brushed the ceiling. It seemed to hold that shape, though Jack wasn’t sure if Harry was actively doing anything. “Send the first batch to me.”

      As he turned to go, Jack heard a sharp buzz in his right ear. “If you’re not too busy,” Arin said over the comms. “We’re encountering some resistance on Level Two.”

      Tapping his earpiece with two fingers, Jack smiled as he marched through the tunnel. “On my way,” he said. “Save a few for me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Day 4

      

      

      “I think it’s obvious!” Mina Torida declared.

      She was a bubbly blonde who reminded Jack very much of an angry chipmunk. It was something in the way she spoke: high-pitched, a bit nasal and loud enough to drown out anyone else in the room.

      At the moment, she sat behind a glass table in Jarid Ponorsi’s studio, and she looked like she wanted to bite through steel. “Our teams found the SlipGate that Hunter left in that service tunnel,” she went on. “It was organic, and it disintegrated only minutes after we took it into custody. Just like the one he used outside Keeper HQ. Now, where have we seen such tech before?”

      Jarid was seated across from her, nodding along with everything she said. “I hear you,” he replied cautiously. “But do you really believe that Hunter would ally himself with the man who infected him with the Torture Virus?”

      Sitting primly with her hands folded on the table, Mina leaned in close to stare into his eyes. “I question whether Hunter was really infected with that virus,” she answered. “Or indeed whether this virus even exists. So far, its only victims were a pair of traitors. And the organic SlipGates make it clear that Jack Hunter must be working with Grecken Slade. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

      Jack sensed it when Cassi entered the mess hall through the door behind him. She crossed the room in three quick strides, then stood with one hand on her hip, smiling as she watched the lively debate playing out. “What are you watching?”

      “The bubble-headed, bleach-blonde,” Jack answered. “She comes on at five.”

      “Is it just me, or do you actually like hearing people trash-talk you?”

      Slouching in his chair, Jack folded his hands behind his head and smiled up at the ceiling. “It provides me with a sense of stability.”

      Cassi hopped onto one of the gray, plastic tables, gripping the edge with both hands and hunching up her shoulders. “We’ve got a bit of a situation,” she said nervously. “And I think we’re gonna need your input.”

      “My input?”

      “Well, you are in charge.”

      Five minutes later, he was in the hallway outside the gym, a place that always seemed a bit chaotic to him as one wall was gray duroplastic, and the other was red rock. Little flecks of dust danced under the ceiling lights.

      The man who greeted him was tall and built like a football player, a veritable tank on legs. He was a handsome fellow with a strong chin, an olive complexion and brown hair that he kept short and neat. “Lance Corporal Pedro Hernandez, sir,” he said, saluting. “United States Marine Corps.”

      Jack returned the salute – poorly, he suspected – and offered a sheepish grin. “At ease…Corporal.” He had almost called the other man a soldier. “What can I do for you?”

      “I had lost a foot in Syria, sir,” Pedro explained. He was standing on two feet right now, but Jack chose not to comment on that. “Road-side mine. Had some nasty PTSD after that. I came here two years ago because they told me that Leyrian medical science could heal my body and my mind.”

      Jack winced, falling back against the wall behind him. “And then they threw you in the hell hole,” he growled. “Like they wanted to undo all the progress you made.”

      There was an earnest adulation in Pedro’s eyes. “You got me out of there, sir,” he said. “Your people have been talking about helping me transition. Maybe getting me a new ID so that Dusep’s goons can’t find me.”

      “That’s the plan,” Jack replied. “Sorry, I’d let you stay here, but we’re low on space.”

      “That’s just it, sir,” Pedro insisted. “I think I could be of some use to you. I don’t want to just move on, go into hiding. Those sons of bitches threw me into a pit, and I want to make sure they can’t do the same to anybody else.

      “You’ve got a strike team, I know. But eight of you against dozens – maybe even hundreds of trained security personnel…Sooner or later, you’re gonna run into a situation you can’t get out of. Even if you are Justice Keepers and mind-readers and Boba Fett.”

      Jack chuckled.

      Blushing, Pedro lowered his eyes. “I’d have gone with ‘Iron Man,’” he said with a shrug. “But your pal there seems a bit too bloodthirsty for Tony Stark.”

      “I like you, Corporal. So, what are you offering?”

      Pedro looked nervous, glancing this way and that. “Well, I’ve been talking it over with some of the others. The government started rounding up every foreigner on this planet. We’ve got a former Antauran commando, a couple guys from the Fringe and at least two dozen people who are willing to be trained. We want to support you, sir. Imagine showing up at one of those bases with an army at your back.”

      It was tempting. Truth be told, Jack had been contemplating this very issue just this morning. His team was good, but it was only a matter of time before Dusep’s minions figured out how to counter their tactics. A larger fighting force would come in handy. But there was one major issue.

      Jack leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, a heavy sigh escaping him. “Pedro,” he began. “You’ve already been through hell. You’ve given enough for one lifetime. It wouldn’t be fair to ask you to go into battle again.”

      “Permission to speak candidly, sir?”

      “You don’t need my permission to-”

      Pedro stepped forward, meeting Jack’s eyes. “When I enlisted, they told me I’d be fighting to protect innocent people,” he said. “But the only thing I was fighting for was some billionaire’s chance to build some pipeline. This…This would be fighting to save real people!”

      The poor fellow grimaced, shaking his head. “If you don’t want me, sir,” he said. “Well, I guess I understand. But I’m willing to do this if-”

      “Pedro.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I’d be happy to have your help,” Jack said. “Speak to my friend Novol. The two of you can develop a training regimen for anyone who wants to learn. And put the word out. Anyone who wants to help us liberate the detainees is welcome to join up!”
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        Day 6

      

      

      The cave mouth was a black hole in the side of a gray-stone cliff. Damp air seemed to radiate from it along with a musty scent that Jack couldn’t identify. He couldn’t see much of anything, but Spatial Awareness told him that a narrow passageway went on for maybe twenty feet before opening into a wider chamber.

      An overcast sky loomed overhead, bringing with it the damp chill of a spring morning in Leyria’s sub-arctic regions. Behind him, the rocky hill sloped down to a field of brown grass that seemed to go on forever.

      Bent over with his hands on his knees, Jack frowned as he peered into the darkness. “You sure this’ll work?” he asked. “I mean…those walls look pretty thick. How are we supposed to get a signal out?”

      In black pants and a thick coat, Sun leaned against the rock wall with a tablet held up in front of her face. “You’re still thinking like an Earther,” she said. “Send the signal through SlipSpace. Minimal interference.”

      He nodded.

      “Look, this guy could be a potential ally.”

      Jack stood straight, heaving out a sigh, and then began his trek into the depths of the cave. “Or it could be a trap,” he replied. “Remind me again why I thought being a freedom fighter was a good idea?”

      Sun followed him in.

      She should have been a silhouette against the daylight outside, but Spatial Awareness painted her face in full colour. And he could tell that she was scowling. “Hence why we do this out here…in the middle of nowhere,” she said. “If they trace the signal, we’re gone before the shuttles show up.”

      Turning to look over his shoulder, Jack felt his mouth tighten. “You sure you want to be here for this?” he asked. “You didn’t ask for a pack of fugitives to show up on your doorstep. I think you’ve done enough.”

      It surprised him when she chuckled. Somehow, the question had turned her scowl into a smile. “Happy to help,” she said. “Someone’s got to tell you if they do try to trace the call.”

      The inner chamber was almost pitch black, but Jack could sense the contours of every wall. There was a small lump in the floor. That seemed to be as good a place as any. He took position.

      A few taps at his multi-tool initiated the call, and then a hologram rippled into existence. Jack found himself looking at a man of average height who gave off a young Manny Jacinto vibe. “Lieutenant Sinosa?” he said.

      The other man looked over his shoulder as if checking to see if anyone was coming up behind him and then returned his attention to Jack. “Agent Hunter,” he said. “Thanks for meeting with me.”

      “What’s this about?”

      “I want to join you.”

      Jack felt creases lining his brow. “You want to be a fugitive,” he said, stepping forward. “Forgive me, but I’m gonna need a show of good faith before we discuss any formal arrangements.”

      Lieutenant Sinosa shut his eyes, trembling, and then nodded as if he had expected exactly that. “I know,” he said. “And I can do it. I work security at Fort Obram. We have over one hundred fifty detainees here and more arriving every day.”

      “So, what are you planning?”

      “I’m going to free them.”

      Crossing his arms, Jack cocked his head and answered the man with a raised eyebrow. “Well,” he said. “That would be impressive.”

      “I can do it.”

      “And we can help you.”

      “Sir?”

      Turning away from the hologram, Jack clasped his hands behind his back and paced to the cave wall. “My team attacks Fort Zadrak,” he began. “If we make enough of a fuss, they’ll start bringing in reinforcements from other bases. That should give you a chance to free the prisoners at Fort Obram.”

      He couldn’t sense the hologram – it wasn’t solid – but the apprehension in Sinosa’s voice was unmistakable. “Be careful, sir,” the man said. “We received a new shipment of security drones yesterday. I couldn’t get much of a look at them, but they’re not like any I’ve seen before.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” Jack said. “We’ll be in touch.”

      It took a moment for his eyes to adjust when the hologram vanished, but he could see the outline of Sun waiting for him in the tunnel. “You know you can’t give him the Gate address for Project Resilient, right?” she asked. “For all we know, those ‘prisoners’ he intends to free are actually a team of commandos coming to wipe us out.”

      “That’s why he won’t be coming to Project Resilient.”

      “Then where will you be sending them?”

      Jack shrugged, then grinned as he looked around the cave. “Right here seems good enough,” he said. “We find an area big enough to hold a SlipGate, and we use that to bring the people through.”

      “And then…How do we know these prisoners are who they say they are?”

      “Good thing I have a telepath on staff,” Jack replied. “Those we can verify come back with us. If anyone turns out to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing…”

      “Yes?”

      “Stun ’em,” Jack said. “Leave ’em here.”
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        Day 9

      

      

      A hologram floated in a room with red-stone walls, a top-down image of several blocky buildings surrounded by a forest of conifers. A road slithered past in front of the base, and behind it, a river followed a parallel course.

      Jack stood over the hologram with a hand over his mouth, murmuring to himself. “This should work,” he said, pacing around the image. “Probably our best candidate, all things considered.”

      Cassi stood on the other side of the floating map, scowling as she inspected it. “Pretty heavily fortified,” she muttered. “But I guess they all are now that they know we’re coming.”

      They were interrupted by the hiss of the door opening, and then Sun came in with a strawberry tart on a small plate. “Figured you could use a snack,” she said, handing it to Cassi. “You went rushing out of the mess hall when the doofus here called you.”

      “Hey!” Jack protested.

      Rounding on him with fists on her hips, Sun showed him a toothy grin. “The poor woman’s been through enough, don’t you think?” she asked. “You could at least let her finish her dinner before you drag her down here to see your latest cockamamie scheme.”

      “I didn’t know she was eating!”

      Cassi blushed and then cleared her throat quite audibly. “I, um…” she stammered. “I thought the kitchen was all out of these.”

      “It was,” Sun confessed. “Brinden is a friend of mine. I asked him to make more.”

      Taking a bite, Cassi shut her eyes and then moaned with satisfaction as she chewed. Did she notice the way Sun kept smiling at her? “Thank you,” she murmured. “I thought I was gonna go to bed hungry.”

      “You will if you let Doofus order you around,” Sun muttered, but it was an absent comment. Her attention was focused on the hologram. “I thought you told Lieutenant Sinosa that you were going to attack Fort Zadrak. This is a map of Aerin Heights.”

      “And if Sinosa is a mole,” Jack replied. “Then Fort Zadrak will have a whole lot of security officers waiting for us when we come through the Gate. Compartmentalization of information: it’s the only way to win a guerilla war.”

      “And how do you know so much about guerilla warfare?”

      Biting his lip, Jack felt his eyebrows rising. “Not sure I do,” he admitted. “But I’m good at analyzing systems and finding their weak points. Just part of my general hatred of order and stability.”

      “So, you’re gonna attack Aerin Heights?”

      “It’s the ideal target for this mission,” Jack explained. “Your intel on the facility has two SlipGate Chambers: one on the east side of the main building and one on the west side. We don’t know which one they’ll use to bring us in, but it doesn’t matter. If we take and hold one Gate, they’ll use the other to start bringing in reinforcements. Sinosa will have an opportunity to make his move.”

      Cassi was chewing the last of her dessert as she studied the map. “I still say that we should try to free the prisoners,” she insisted. “Why pass up the opportunity?”

      Clenching his teeth with a hiss, Jack shook his head. “Can’t,” he said. “I hear you, Cass, but we’re talking about over two hundred prisoners and only one Gate. That kind of bottleneck would leave us at the mercy of their security team.”

      He made his way around the hologram with his hands in his pockets, heaving out a breath. “This is a simple hit and run,” he went on. “We show up, make enough noise to put them on high alert and then get the hell outta there.”

      “Yeah…”

      “Which reminds me,” Jack said. “Will the program work?”

      With a quick spin on her heel, Sun put herself right in front of him. She looked up into his eyes and then nodded once. “Agent Loranai’s software is quite ingenious,” she said. “I will have to modify it to display Lieutenant Sinosa’s physical parameters instead of Grecken Slade’s, but it should fool them.”

      “Good,” Jack said. “Then the plan is simple. We send a hologram of me modified to look like Sinosa. If the security codes that he gave us are valid, they should open their SlipGate. If not, we’ll abort.”

      “Let’s do it,” Cassi said.

      

      
        
        Day 11

      

      

      The SlipGate bubble arrived in a large room with white walls, and to Jack’s relief, there was only one blurry figure in green on the other side of the console. “Get ready,” he told the others.

      The whole team was here: Harry and Corovin, Arin and Cassi. And Larani too. Everyone except Keli. She had been sent to the rendezvous site to scan the prisoners that Sinosa brought in from Fort Obram.

      Pedro and Novol were present as well along with several former prisoners whom they insisted were ready for combat. Jack didn’t know any of their names. He would have to remedy that situation later. Their job was to hold the Gate Room while the strike team made trouble.

      The bubble popped.

      The man behind the console – a skinny guy in his early twenties – looked up and gasped when he saw that Leyria’s most notorious terrorist was now standing twenty feet away from him. “Intruder aler-”

      Drawing his pistol with inhuman speed, Jack pointed right at the young fool. He fired once, releasing a single bullet that struck the man’s unprotected chest and delivered a powerful jolt of electricity.

      The Gate officer spasmed several times, dancing backward until he hit the wall, and then his body fell to the floor with a thump. “Nice to meet you too,” Jack said. “Come on, gang. Let’s go wake the neighbours.”

      He was out the door in an instant with Corovin hot on his heels. Cassi was right behind him and then Arin. Harry and Larani stayed behind so that the Gate Team would have two enhanced individuals for support.

      The corridors had gray walls, but Jack noted the thick, purple stripe at waist-level. Purple meant they were on the west side of the building. Which meant the mess hall was just around the  corner.

      Cassi and Arin turned right, rushing off down the hallway together. Those two had been thick as thieves lately. He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of that. Maybe they had found some common ground.

      Jack went left, and Corovin followed.

      The other man was a slow, lumbering tank, his every step producing a whirring sound. Even with mechanized armour, human limbs could only move so quickly, and it wasn’t long before Corovin fell behind. “We should stay together!” he called out.

      Racing through the corridor at top speed, Jack gritted his teeth and shook his head. “Negative!” he barked. “Stay here! Hold the Gate! I got this!”

      He went around a corner on his right into another hallway that was pretty much identical to the one he had left behind. It was completely empty except for two men in green uniforms who both reached for their sidearms.

      He stunned them both before either man could draw his pistol and then pressed on, deeper into the building. After passing an intersection, he came to a set of double doors on his right.

      Working the handle, he kicked one open and stepped into a large room shaped like a trapezoid with the wall behind him longer than the one ahead. The ends of gray, plastic tables were pressed against the slate wall to his left, each one jutting out at an oblique angle.

      On his right, a serving counter was operated by several robots that seemed to be built into the ceiling. The air was hot and dry and threaded with the scent of some kind of marinated meat.

      There were about half a dozen people still seated at the tables, base personnel who were finishing up a late lunch. Every last one of them was in a green uniform, and so far as he could see, none wore body armour.

      As if to announce his presence, the alarms started blaring and red lights on the wall began to flash. A dark-skinned man with his back to the door twisted around and cursed when he saw who had come to pay them a visit.

      A blonde woman on the far side of the room was out of her seat in a heartbeat, reaching for her gun.

      Jack leaped, flipping through the air and landing on the nearest table. He extended his hand and fired once.

      His bullet stung the closest man with a jolt that had him passing out in his plate of salad. The others were all surging into motion, hopping out of their seats. The blonde managed to raise her gun.

      Jack threw himself sideways into an aerial cartwheel, bullets rushing through the space where he had been. He landed on the floor tiles, dropped to a crouch and swung his arm around for a second shot.

      Madame Blonde trembled when he hit her right in the stomach, falling backward onto the table behind her and then rolling onto the floor.

      Most of the others weren’t even bothering to fight; they just ran for the exit on the far side of the room. He was content to let them go. This entire mission was nothing but theatrics. No need to-

      Two seconds after the last man went out the door, he heard a very unnerving sound. The heavy clank, clank of metal feet. What was it Sinosa had said about new drones? He was starting to think that leaving Corovin behind was a bad idea.

      “They have new robots,” Cassi said through his ear-piece. “Big ones. And they’re using lethal ammo.”

      “Get everyone back to the Gate,” Jack ordered.

      He watched as the door burst open, but it wasn’t a towering metal giant who strode into the mess hall. No, it was a man and a woman, both dressed in light body armour and carrying pistols on their hips.

      The man was tall and broad-shouldered with pale skin and short hair that he wore in spikes. He seemed to radiate a kind of nervous energy. Like a cornered wolf, ready to pounce at the slightest provocation.

      The woman was only a few inches taller than Anna: pretty with mocha skin and dark hair that fell in ringlets to her shoulders. Jack recognized both of them. Operatives Vaden Carse and Sarese Shaylon.

      Both Justice Keepers.

      Holstering his pistol, Jack stepped forward with a sheepish grin. “Nice to see you guys again,” he said. “What brings you all the way out here?”

      “This rebellion of yours is at an end,” Vaden declared. “Tell your people to stand down. You’re coming with us.”

      Hissing air through his teeth, Jack winced and then shook his head. “Can’t do that,” he replied, waggling a finger at the other man. “Maybe you didn’t know, but they’ve got some serious human rights abuses going on in this place.”

      Sarese came forward to stand beside her partner. Her face could have been chiseled on a statue. “We could have had that discussion,” she said. “Do you think that the rest of us were unaware of the situation?”

      “Unaware…apathetic. Hard to tell which.”

      “The arrogance,” she muttered.

      Vaden looked like he was ready to grind rocks into a cloud of fine dust with his bare hands. “Many of us were pursuing legal solutions,” he spat. “This uprising of yours will only result in a greater security crackdown.”

      Standing before them with his arms crossed, Jack tilted his head back and smiled up at the ceiling. “Brilliant!” he said with a shrug. “So…We should let the tyrant do tyranny because trying to stop him might result in him doing tyranny.”

      “We’re at war!” Vaden growled. “Now more than ever, stability is vital. You have jeopardized the safety of this planet with your theatrics. If you think our government is oppressive, try living under Ragnosian rule. I don’t recommend it.”

      “Look, I can’t convince you to work with me,” Jack said. “But will you at least step aside and let me do your job?”

      They began a slow march forward, neither one trying to draw their sidearm. Using guns against a Justice Keeper was always dangerous and a bad idea as often as not. No, there was only one way this could end.

      “I guess not,” Jack murmured.

      He ran to meet them.

      The space between the tables and the serving counter was wide enough for five grown men to walk side by side, but he still felt a bit claustrophobic. Two against one. Limited opportunities for escape. They would probably try to corner him, and he could think of several ways they might accomplish it.

      Vaden began a high kick.

      Jack ducked, allowing the man’s foot to pass over him. His enemy spun for a vicious back-kick that would leave any opponent winded.

      Jack brought his hands up, intercepting the man’s foot, the impact making his palms smart. A light touch of Bent Gravity sent Vaden sliding across the floor, toward the door. And then Sarese was coming at him.

      She threw a punch.

      Leaning left, Jack brought his right hand up to strike her wrist. He stepped past her, kicked the back of her knee and drove an elbow into her spine. She went stumbling into the end of a table, gasping when the plastic corner drove itself into her abdomen.

      Vaden was on him again.

      The man attacked with a hard right-hook.

      Crouching down, Jack let it pass over his head. He backed away and popped up just in time to see another fist coming at him. This one smashed his nose, darkened his vision and made his head ring like a bell. Vaden pressed his advantage, and Sarese was coming at him from behind.

      Falling over backward, Jack slammed his hands down on the floor. He brought his feet up to strike Vaden’s chin, then flipped over. Pushing off the floor with a little more Bent Gravity, he flew backwards, feet-first into Sarese.

      She staggered, arms flailing as she tried to keep her balance. She tripped over a chair and fell to the floor. Thank you, Melissa, for that little maneuver.

      Jack landed with fists up, scowling at the other man. “Look, guys, I can do this all day,” he said. “But we have bigger concerns.”

      Rubbing his aching chin, Vaden snarled. The poor guy was flushed, and there was a little blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. Jack had the distinct impression that this was turning into an issue of wounded pride.

      Vaden strode forward with teeth bared, rage blazing in his dark eyes. He drew back his arm and lashed out with a palm strike.

      Twisting out of the way, Jack put one hand on the man’s wrist and the other on his shoulder. Then he spun Vaden around and sent the big oaf barreling toward his partner. Sarese leaped over him, somersaulting through the air.

      She landed in front of Jack and began a high roundhouse kick.

      Leaning back, Jack brought one hand up to block it. The tiny woman stumbled, retreating a few steps. Half a heartbeat later, she was a blur that surged forward and jabbed Jack’s chest with one fist then the other.

      A third punch to the face almost knocked him senseless.

      Sarese came after him like a feral cat, spreading her arms wide as if she meant to box his ears. In the nick of time, Jack caught her wrists. He drove his knee into her chest, then fell over backward, flipping her over. She landed on the floor with a groan.

      Then Vaden was standing over him. The man lifted his leg and tried to slam his shoe down on Jack’s head.

      Jack rolled away.

      Lightning-quick reflexes let him get back up on his feet and retreat toward the wall. “Look at what you’re defending!” he yelled. “Kids in internment camps? I’ve seen this on my world. Is this what the Justice Keepers stand for now?”

      Vaden attacked him with a fierce snap-kick.

      Jack caught the man’s ankle with one hand, holding it pinned against his hip. Stepping forward, he punched Vaden’s nose once. Twice. Three times, each blow landing with a crunch. “I am trying…to make you…think!”

      “About what?” Vaden demanded.

      “I used Bent Gravity,” Jack said.

      The other man blinked.

      Panting, Jack hunched over and rubbed his eyes with the back of one hand. “So, you know that my Nassai is on board with this.” He stood up straight and faced the other man with the sternest expression he could manage. “Have you even tried to use your powers? Have you talked to your Nassai?”

      Vaden took a step back, his face pale, his eyes wide with horror. That was a no then. “That’s what I thought,” Jack said. “The Keepers aren’t what they used to be.”

      “We’re at war,” Vaden countered. “I don’t like what’s going on here anymore than you do. But the Ragnosians are the bigger threat. We can’t afford disloyalty right now.”

      “Yeah, and it’s thinking like that that lets tyrants get away with war crimes.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Sarese asked.

      Grunting, Jack sat on the edge of a table with a hand over his chest. His breathing was laboured. “Come with me,” he pleaded. “Help me free the prisoners. Stand up for what’s right!”

      Vaden was gaping at him, blinking slowly. From the look on his face, you might have thought that Jack had just suggested that he bathe in lava. “And betray everything we stand for?”

      “Turn our backs on our own people?” Sarese added.

      “That’s what I’m telling you,” Jack said. “The Justice Keepers no longer stand for those things. If we were truly the heroes you think we are, we would have shown up en masse to arrest Dusep the day he announced that his government was rounding up immigrants. If you don’t trust me, ask your Nassai. What do they think?”

      Vaden and Sarese exchanged glances.

      Hanging his head, Jack shut his eyes and drew in a breath. “You don’t talk to your Nassai anymore, do you?” he muttered. “Summer told me that most Keepers have lost touch with their symbionts.”

      They hesitated.

      “Innocent people in cages,” Jack pressed. “Deep down inside, you know this is wrong. It’s a betrayal of everything you ever learned about human rights. Come with me, and we can stop it. Or you could go back to inventing reasons to ignore that queasy feeling in your stomach. The one that tells you you’re on the wrong path.”

      He hopped off the table and started for the door. “The choice is yours,” he said without looking back. “But I’m about to walk out of here, and I will knock down anyone who gets in my way. Don’t be one of those people.”

      He was pleasantly surprised when they chose to follow him, but not as surprised as the security teams in the corridor. A few of those soldiers panicked when they learned that their Justice Keepers had decided to switch sides. Hell, some of those folks defected as well.

      And why shouldn’t they?

      Most people knew right from wrong, but going against the crowd was never easy. Sometimes they just needed someone to show them that they weren’t alone, that they weren’t the only ones who disagreed with the orders they had been getting. They would have to be vetted, of course – Keli would be a busy girl over the next few days – but it was still a victory. In the end, he left the base with fifteen new soldiers pledging loyalty to his cause. The rebellion was growing.

      Soon, it would be unstoppable.

      

      “While Hunter and his comrades conducted a raid against Aerin Heights,” Jarid Ponorsi said, staring directly into the camera. “Dissidents at Fort Obram freed the detainees there. It now seems that the raid on Aerin Heights was merely a distraction to allow subversives within the military to carry out their nefarious plan!”

      “Off!” Jeral shouted.

      He was bent over with an elbow on his desk, massaging his forehead with the tips of his fingers. He looked up, blinking several times. “Three times!” he growled. “Three times! How can a primitive like Jack Hunter outwit the greatest military in the galaxy not once, not twice but three times?”

      Matao stood before him with a tablet tucked into the crook of his arm. Dressed formally in a gray jacket and black high-collared shirt, he was a handsome man with a dark goatee, short, brown hair and glasses that reflected the light coming in through an arch-shaped window. “Hunter seems to have a head for guerilla tactics.”

      Reclining in his chair, Jeral touched fingers to the sides of his head. He winced as a grunt escaped him. “Then have our people learn guerilla tactics!” he snapped “I will not tolerate another humiliation! Why hasn’t security been increased?”

      “Security has been increased, sir,” Matao protested. “We’ve released the new battle drones without approval from the Council. Automated defense systems in all of our bases are now using lethal ammunition. We’ve begun screening personnel and reviewing their social media accounts for any indication of hostility to your administra-”

      “It’s not enough!” Jeral bellowed. “I will not be embarrassed!”

      He grabbed a bronze figurine from his desk and whipped it at the other man. Matao flinched when it bounced off his shoulder. “I will not be bested by a piece of PRIMITIVE EARTH SCUM!” Jeral screamed. “I WIN! THEY LOSE! THAT’S HOW THIS WORKS!”

      “We thought that placing Justice Keepers on the bases would dissuade Hunter from attacking his former colleagues. And present him with formidable opponents should he decide to go through with it anyway.”

      Wheeling his chair back, Jeral stood up and fumed at the other man. He could feel his lip twitching. “Oh, yes!” he sneered. “Create more opportunities for Hunter to infect our people with his insidious rhetoric! No more! I don’t want Justice Keepers anywhere near this. Arrest them all if you have to.”

      Adjusting his glasses, Matao sighed softly. “Sir, we don’t have the legal authority to conduct such-”

      “The law is what I say it is!”

      “Sir…”

      “Set up a meeting with the generals,” Jeral hissed. “And make it clear to them that I want that primitive dead. Or better yet, captured. He doesn’t get to die until he recants all of his treasonous lies.”

      

      The stone walls of this small keep in the Iyrian highlands did a poor job of shutting out the cold. In centuries past, there would have been a fire burning in the hearth, but Craxis was determined to maintain a low profile. The town of Saresdon was only a few miles away. Too far off for anyone to notice smoke rising from the chimney of what should have been an abandoned building, but there was always the chance that some buffoon might take a walk and see what he should not. Even the chill of a damp, spring night didn’t guarantee him any privacy.

      Space heaters powered by hydrogen fuel cells provided enough warmth to make the place habitable. If only barely. It would have to do for now. Hiding on Leyria was never easy, and given that Craxis now had an easily recognizable face…Well, discretion was always wise, and now more so than ever.

      His multi-tool projected a hologram on the wall.

      Craxis watched the news report with an unquenchable curiosity. It seemed his doppelganger had done something he would not have expected. It wasn’t hard to imagine Jack Hunter turning against the Justice Keepers; the man despised authority figures and looked for any excuse to disobey an order. Under other circumstances, Craxis might have respected such stubbornness. Liu Bang might have ascended to the throne, but in his youth, he had been a man with a proclivity for getting into trouble.

      One might say that a decision to disobey orders had been the thing that set him on the path to the throne and drew the interest of the Inzari. If he had shown up at Mount Li with reports of prisoners escaping his custody, his life would have been forfeit. Better to free the rest and take his chances.

      In another life, he and Jack Hunter might have been brothers, but as matters stood, he had no time for the other man’s insolence. Craxis should have expected this betrayal; defiance was practically coded into his doppelganger’s DNA. Which meant that it was now coded into Craxis’s DNA as well. An odd possibility to consider.

      Lenai, however, had always been a moderating influence on Hunter. Craxis would have expected her to rein in the other man’s more rebellious tendencies. Then again, if the reports his agents fed him were accurate, she was currently off-world. Craxis disliked surprises. They were seldom pleasant.

      Still, even unanticipated events could be turned to your advantage. Half this planet detested Jack Hunter; the other half saw him as some kind of hero. It would be easy enough to turn the latter into the former. The only thing he would need was a rumour of Jack Hunter doing something monstrous. A rumour he could easily create.

      He would have to be careful though.

      If he simply marched into the town square and started shooting people at random, videos of his killing spree would show up on every news network. Jack Hunter would be shocked at the sight of a man with his face butchering children, but it wouldn’t take him long to put the pieces together. Craxis wasn’t ready to reveal himself.

      The best way to undermine Jack’s credibility would be a rumour that was believed by many and yet completely unprovable. He laughed softly as he considered his options. This would require some finesse.
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      Anna waited.

      She hated waiting.

      In about five minutes, she would be jumping through a SlipGate, down to the surface of Salus Prime, and when she arrived, she would probably have people shooting at her. She could handle the heat of battle – the stress, the fear – but having to just stand here was driving her bonkers. Patience had never been one of her virtues.

      The cargo bay on board the Mist Queen was a huge cube with black floor tiles and gray walls. Every crate and container had been removed to make room for the hundred or so soldiers who filled the bay from corner to corner. Every last one of them wore a black uniform, a heavy vest and a helmet. Most were loading magazines into assault rifles or checking the portable force-field generators on their belts.

      No one had given them orders to do so, but they all stayed away from the Gate. Whether they realized it or not, most people treated Overseer tech with a reverence.

      The metal triangle stood tall atop its circular base, light gleaming off its top corner. The sinuous grooves along its surface had an almost hypnotic quality. Staring at them made her feel like she was going to slip into a trance.

      In black pants and a t-shirt that she wore under a light vest, Anna leaned against the wall. Instinctively, she checked the pistol on her hip.

      Melissa was right beside her, standing with arms folded as she watched the soldiers getting ready to deploy. “Maybe we should call this off,” the young woman muttered. “If our ships can’t get through the planetary blockade…”

      Pursing her lips, Anna nodded as she considered it. “We probably should,” she agreed. “But you and I aren’t military commanders. Which means we go where they tell us to go.”

      “I don’t want to kill anyone…”

      Anna put a hand on the young woman’s shoulder, and Melissa relaxed under her touch. “Sorry,” she grumbled. “I know I don’t get a choice in that either.”

      “You don’t have to kill anyone.”

      “No?”

      Drawing her sidearm, Anna held it up for inspection. She had loaded a fresh ammo cartridge and replaced the power cell. At the moment, the weapon was unpowered, but she would activate it when they went into battle. “Agent Carlson,” she said. “I order you to use stun-rounds on any human target unless doing so puts your life at risk. If anyone gives you flack, you can blame me.”

      Melissa was smiling as she watched the troops making their final preparations. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “What are big sisters for?”

      Rajel sauntered over to join them with a smile on his face. “This should be fun,” he said, fingering the weapon on his hip. “What do you think about our odds of survival? I give it at least fifty percent.”

      Anna slapped his arm, causing the man to recoil slightly. “When we get back,” she began, “remind me to introduce you to my friend tact. I’m sure you two will get along famously.”

      “What’s taking so long?” Melissa wondered.

      “They can’t get a Gate in position,” Rajel explained. “So far, the fleet has sent down three shuttles with a fighter escort. Not one of them got close enough to the drop-zone. Until they do, we’re stuck up here.”

      “Maybe they should send us down in drop-ships,” Melissa suggested.

      Leaning against the wall, Anna cast a glance over her shoulder. Her angry scowl made Melissa wilt. “If the shuttles can’t get past the Ragnosian fleet,” she began, “what makes you think drop-ships could?”

      The young woman fidgeted, one hand gripping the fabric of her pants, and refused to look up. “Okay, okay,” she muttered. “Point taken.”

      “Gate drop confirmed!” Major Osak boomed. “Group One, get into position!”

      That was them.

      Anna rushed across the room to the Gate and then turned her back on the gleaming triangle. Melissa and Rajel joined her half a second later, and then nine soldiers in heavy tactical gear fell in beside them. One of them carried a large, black case in his left hand. Now, what was that about? Some kind of heavy weapon?

      Four recon drones floated up to hover above her head. Each one was a small, blue sphere that she couldn’t quite close her hand around. They had no weapons of any kind, but they would map the area for several kilometres in every direction, making it harder for any troops to sneak up on them.

      Major Osak stood before them with a hard expression, nodding with approval. “Had to drop the Gate on the outskirts of the Shan Tiron,” he said. “Aerial scans say the area is clear, but you’ll have enemy troops converging on your position within minutes. So, you hold! Understood?”

      “Understood!” the soldiers barked.

      No sooner did they finish speaking than a bubble surrounded them, distorting Anna’s view of the cargo bay. The major was just a blur to her eyes. She was suddenly very much aware of her own heartbeat, and she felt warm. Her apprehension was echoed by similar emotions from Seth.

      The bubble raced forward through an endless, dark tunnel, toward a distant light. The whole trip took maybe five seconds, and then they emerged into what appeared to be an intersection between two city streets. The buildings were all blended together. The only thing she could recognize was a blue sky overhead.

      The bubble popped.

      They were indeed in an intersection. The buildings all around them stood three or four stories high, pressed together without an inch of space between them. Most were made of ugly, brown bricks with plain, rectangular windows on every floor. The lip of every rooftop seemed to overhang just a bit.

      The recon drones sped off, in different directions, one going north, one south, one east and one west. In seconds, Captain Bryse, the platoon leader, had their reports on his multi-tool. “We’ve got enemies coming from the west!” he shouted. “Spread out!”

      Anna ran to the north-west street corner, pressing her shoulder against a brick wall. She took note of Melissa and Rajel on the south-west corner. The girl met her eyes for a brief second and then nodded as if to say she was all right.

      Another bubble appeared in front of the SlipGate – Anna sensed it as a spherical gap in the fabric of reality – and when it popped, twelve more soldiers ran for cover and more recon drones took to the air. Some of those troops joined her on the north side of the road. Others rushed over to Rajel and Melissa.

      Anna peeked around the corner.

      Sure enough, Ragnosians were flooding into the neighbouring street from an intersection two blocks away. Some of them claimed cover as her people did, but others rushed right into the open, lifting their rifles and firing at the SlipGate.

      Bullets zipped past her.

      Some bounced off the metal triangle, but it would take a lot more firepower than that to damage Overseer tech. When the next bubble appeared, the bullets seemed to skirt its surface instead of punching through.

      Then it popped, and the people inside already had a force-field in place, a flickering screen of snowy, white static that shielded them from incoming fire. They spread out and joined the others on either side of the street.

      Before they even got into position, a fourth group arrived, fanning out as soon as their bubble popped. Not all of them stayed here; twelve went north and twelve south in an attempt to sneak around the Ragnosian lines and hit them from behind. That left about two dozen in the main force.

      A young lieutenant shoved Melissa aside so that he could aim around the corner and fire at the Ragnosians. This was all just a little too tame. Which meant that the enemy was trying to lull them into a false sense of security.

      Anna took another peek.

      And then she saw it.

      Hovering fifteen metres above the Ragnosians, six wedge-shaped attack drones sprang into motion. They flew in a tight formation, well above the buildings on either side of the street. And unless she missed her guess, they were headed for the SlipGate.

      “EMP!” Anna growled.

      She aimed around the corner and released a volley of white tracers that hit one drone and detonated its payload. The blast knocked its closest neighbour off course, sending that one into a building where it too exploded.

      The Leyrians seemed to be figuring it out.

      Soldiers on both sides of the street unleashed a tempest of glowing ammunition that struck the drones and destroyed them before they got anywhere near their targets. Pieces of scorched plastic landed on the road.

      When the smoke cleared, she saw another flight of wedges coming her way. These, too, came up against a hundred glowing bullets that shredded them in midair. One by one, they exploded.

      The Ragnosians were popping out from behind cover in the distant intersection, firing at the Leyrians who shot the drones. A young woman on the other side of the road took a hit to the chest and fell hard on her ass. Melissa had to grab her by the arms and drag her back into safety.

      Anna looked up, noting the presence of a metal balcony on the third floor of the building she hid behind. That would do. Calling on Seth, she twisted gravity to make herself lighter. She didn’t have to change its direction, only lessen its strength. The more subtle the Bending, the less strain it put on a Nassai.

      Anna jumped.

      Propelled upward by Keeper strength, she crested the railing and landed on the balcony. She immediately jumped again, climbing all the way to the roof, releasing her grip on space-time the instant her feet touched concrete.

      From up here, she could see the next wing of drones hovering over their masters’ heads, ready to launch.

      Lifting her weapon in both hands, Anna lined up her shot. A bead of sweat ran down her forehead. She fired several times, adjusting her aim with each squeeze of the trigger.

      Pulses of white light hit the drones while they still hovered above the Ragnosians, detonating them on contact. She heard startled cries that followed the distant pop of an explosion, but she couldn’t see the enemy from her current position on the roof. It wasn’t hard to figure out what had happened though.

      When she twisted around to peer over the ledge behind her, she saw Leyrian troops surging around the corner. With the Ragnosians dazed and distracted, they had an opportunity, and they took it, pummeling the enemy with ammunition.

      One of those wedges was coming toward her, hurtling through the air at incredible speed. As if it meant to skewer her.

      Anna dropped off the ledge.

      She landed on the balcony half a second before several bullets rushed past, then raised her hand and crafted a Bending that made the blue sky shimmer. The robot came into view and exploded when it was right above her

      Bits of shrapnel curved away from her, flying off in all directions. The flames dissipated, but Anna felt a sting as the heat they unleashed radiated through the twisted space-time and singed her fingertips.

      Hissing air through her teeth, she winced and turned her face away from the blast. “Damn it,” she growled. “Should have expected that.”

      They weren’t serious burns, thankfully, but it did hurt. In a half-hour or so, the pain would fade as her accelerated healing mended the wound. She was more worried about whatever had sent the drone her way. Were they programmed to go after Justice Keepers? There were certain visual cues the software might use to make that determination. The lack of a helmet, for instance.

      Something was wrong.

      The Leyrians abruptly halted their push forward and retreated into cover. They should have had a clear path. Which meant that the game had just changed again.

      Grabbing the railing, Anna flipped into a handstand, thrusting her feet into the air. She flipped over and dangled.

      Letting herself drop, she caught the floor of the balcony to slow herself down. Then the lightest touch of Bent Gravity minimized the impact of her fall. She felt only a slight tingle in her skin.

      Anna landed on the street corner, dropping to a crouch. Slowly, she rose and dusted herself off. “What’s happening?”

      A cluster of soldiers stood right in front of her, all turned away and trying to peer around the corner. One shot a glance back over his shoulder. “Bots,” he said. “They’ve got more robots…”

      

      No ziarogati.

      At least, there were no ziarogati. Melissa felt a tightness in her chest every time she imagined having to face another one of those silver-eyed demons. Her heart was pounding. She couldn’t breathe! She couldn’t-

      Melissa squeezed her eyes shut, forcing such thoughts from her mind. The panic began to subside when she centred herself. There were no ziarogati here. Just drones and soldiers. Stay in the moment.

      She was on a street corner with her allies.

      Lieutenant Haskins pulled back, leaning his shoulder against the wall and clutching his rifle in both hands. He was gasping hard. “Battle drones,” he panted. “Big ones.”

      Melissa’s demure nature urged her to wait for him to step aside, but the young man showed no sign of doing so. On the contrary, he seemed to be oblivious to her presence. She tapped him gently on the shoulder and motioned him out of the way.

      When he made room for her, Melissa ventured a glance around the corner. That last push forward had forced the Ragnosians out of the street. But while the human troops had retreated, two seven-foot-tall robots had taken their place. She saw now why the Leyrians had pulled back. Anna’s stunt had gained them some momentum, but they had just lost it.

      Those bots were shaped like people with thick arms and legs, and sunlight glinted off their metal bodies. They extended their hands, deploying wrist-mounted guns that sprayed bullets in a continuous flow. Round heads swiveled as they searched for targets.

      Spinning around, Melissa pressed her back against the wall. She closed her eyes and tried to steady her nerves. “Not good,” she muttered. “Not good, not good, not good.”

      The flow of bullets stopped.

      And then a missile sped past her, into the intersection where it slammed into the SlipGate and exploded with a fireball the size of a small car. When the flames died out, one arm of the triangle was scorched black, and Melissa suspected that no one else would be coming through any time soon.

      Backing away from the building, she craned her neck. The rooftop…Four stories high. “Keep them busy for a moment.”

      With a thought, she reached out to Ilia and twisted gravity sideways. She used the Bending to run up the building’s eastern wall – all the way to the roof – and when she arrived, she leaped.

      Melissa flipped through the air, landing crouched on the rooftop. Staying low to avoid being seen, she crept to the northern wall.

      When she peered into the street below, she saw that the two hulking robots were only a block away. With heavy footsteps, they lumbered toward her teammates, spitting a flurry of ammunition. With all that suppressing fire, it was hard for the Leyrians to get a clear shot. A few glowing bullets stung the drones, but they just kept coming. Their bodies must have been EM shielded by a layer of duroplastic – or something like it – under those chest plates.

      Melissa lifted her gun up in front of her face, its muzzle pointed skyward. Exhaling, she let the fear drain out of her. “High impact.”

      The LEDs turned red.

      The drones were coming closer, ignoring the gunfire that hit them like a thousand small beestings. Fortunately, those swiveling heads didn’t seem to notice her. They were too focused on the Leyrians who kept popping out from behind the buildings on either side of the street.

      She fired.

      A crater the size of a basketball appeared in one robot’s chest. The metal monster staggered, nearly losing its footing. It swung its arm around to point that wrist-mounted cannon up at her.

      Melissa threw herself down on her side.

      Bullets whizzed past above her, streaking off into the heavens. Cautiously, she rolled over and crawled to the ledge. “EMP!” If she could get a few rounds through the hole that she had created...

      When she peeked over the edge, she saw that the robot was standing on the curb, facing her. Her teammates were pelting it with ammo, but its side was turned toward them. They couldn’t hit the exposed circuitry.

      The mechanical brute raised its weapon.

      Melissa fell flat on her belly, using Bent Gravity to pull herself backward. Some of those shots grazed the ledge and tore chunks of brown brick away. She didn’t stop until she was right in the middle of the roof.

      Down on all fours with the pistol under her right hand, Melissa looked up. Sweat coated her brow, and her breathing was ragged. “Think,” she whispered. “There has to be a way to-”

      A high-pitched whine got her attention. Ziarogati? No. They didn’t whistle. She looked to her left and found three of those wedge drones coming her way. The big robot must have told them where to find her. No doubt they would explode on contact.

      Ilia was terrified.

      Without a second’s hesitation, Melissa put up a Time Bubble in the shape of a wide cylinder that surrounded her and stood almost six feet tall. That gave her time to stand up, raise her weapon and fire a dozen shots at the oncoming flyers. Glowing flecks of white light appeared just beyond the edge of her Bending.

      Just to be on the safe side, she took two steps to the left.

      The bubble collapsed.

      Bullets hit the roof where she had been standing. Her shots pounded the oncoming drones, scrambling their circuits. One veered sideways into its nearest companion, and then they both dropped out of sight as they fell into the street.

      The third spiraled around and around in a drunken barrel roll, falling onto the next rooftop over. It sputtered a few times and then exploded.

      And more wedges were coming her way.

      With a gasp, Melissa turned and ran for the eastern wall, bullets driving themselves into the concrete at her heels. She leaped right off the edge, then called upon her Nassai to lessen gravity’s pull.

      Her descent to the ground took almost ten seconds, and she still felt a slight jolt on impact. The mild tingle in her skin had become a prickle that bordered on pain. She had overused her abilities.

      The soldiers who were clustered on the south-west corner all looked at her through the visors of their helmets. She could see the silent questions in their eyes.

      Bent over with a hand on her stomach, Melissa grimaced and shook her head. “Too many,” she panted. “I can’t bring them down.”

      

      Captain Bryse was leaning against a wall on the north-west corner. The man’s face was red, and though Anna could see no obvious signs of a wound, he looked like he had been kicked in the chest by a very angry horse. Which probably meant that a bullet had grazed him.

      There were others on the sidewalk as well, nearly thirty people clustered together. Those who were nearest to the corner fired into the neighbouring street, taking a few quick shots at the approaching robots. She could hear the loud clank, clank of metal footsteps.

      Wiping sweat off her brow with one hand, Anna heaved out a breath. “We’re being overwhelmed,” she gasped. “We need to retreat.”

      The captain shook his head vigorously. “Can’t retreat,” he growled. “The Gate’s been damaged. If we try to run, they’ll gun us down.”

      “Then we split up,” Anna insisted. “Some of us go north, others south. Hide in the sewers if we have to.”

      Bryse showed his teeth and then pounded the wall with a closed fist. Even a Justice Keeper would find that painful. He was lucky he didn’t break his hand. “I am not giving up that easy! Lieutenant Hasheem!”

      A man at the back of the line stepped forward. Anna realized that it was the guy with the big, black case. Earlier, she had noticed a young woman carrying another one just like it. What was going on here? “Sir?” Hasheem replied.

      Bryse answered him with one word.

      “Aurora.”

      Springing into action, the young man dropped to his knees and opened the case. He tapped the side of his helmet to activate the comm-unit. “Aurora! Aurora!” he shouted. “We have a go!”

      Anna looked around.

      It took a moment, but she eventually spotted the young woman with the second case in Melissa’s group. Something about this didn’t sit right. If Bryse had a contingency plan, she should have been told about it.

      Her suspicions were confirmed when three Death Spheres floated out of the case. One of them reoriented itself to point its lens directly at Anna, but it didn’t fire. She had no idea why. Death Spheres had very simplistic programming. The only way to protect yourself was to wear an RFID tag that marked you as friendly, and so far as she knew, she didn’t have one.

      She saw three more spheres on the other side of the road. Together, the group of six went around the corner, into the adjoining street. And then she heard the crackling hiss of particle beams.

      Danger or no danger, she had to see for herself.

      The spheres swarmed around the two metal giants, deftly evading the bullets that would punch right through them. One by one, they turned their lenses on the robots and fired thick beams of orange plasma, carving them up like a Leap Day roast. Metal limbs fell to the ground; metal bodies crumpled and broke. In seconds, there was nothing left but two piles of scrap.

      The spheres pulled back, retreating from incoming fire unleashed by the Ragnosian troops.

      Standing by the wall with both hands gripping his rifle, Bryse nodded once. “Very good, lieutenant,” he said, satisfaction dripping from every syllable. “Excellent work. Lenai, Aydrius, to me!”

      Anna stepped forward, studying the man with lips pursed. “How can we help?” she asked, certain that she wouldn’t like the answer.

      Rajel rushed over to join them, breathing hard. His sunglasses were slightly askew, and his dark hair was a mess. “Reporting, sir.”

      Anna rolled her eyes.

      If Bryse noticed, he chose not to comment. “I need the two of you to get close to the Raggies,” he said. “Hit ‘em hard and fast.”

      “Hard and fast?” Anna said. “There’s bound to be at least three dozen of them out there. Minimal cover. Even two Keepers can’t handle that many.”

      “You’re just a distraction,” Bryse explained. “If I send the Death Spheres out, they’ll shoot them down before they get close enough. You two keep them distracted for a minute or so. The spheres come in and mop up the mess.”

      Gaping at the man, Anna felt the blood draining out of her face. She shook her head slowly. “You want to use Death Spheres against humans?” she spluttered. “The Articles of War strictly forbid-”

      “I want to win this battle!” Bryse snapped. “Don’t you?”

      “I won’t do it,” Anna protested.

      The instant she finished speaking, every soldier sprang to attention, each pointing their rifle at her. Within seconds, she was surrounded by twelve people who were all ready to shoot her.

      Bryse’s face was a looming thundercloud. “They told me you’d be insubordinate,” he said. “Two choices, Operative: either you dodge Ragnosian bullets or you dodge ours. Decide quickly.”

      “Then pull those triggers.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Anna stepped up to him, craning her neck to stare into his eyes. “I don’t respond well to threats,” she said. “So, if you’re going to shoot me, do it.”

      She felt the thrill of triumph when the men and women around her lowered their weapons and exchanged nervous glances. But then the captain’s multi-tool buzzed. He checked it, scowling as he read the report. “Damn!” he hissed. “The Raggies intercepted both teams we sent after them. They’re closing in on us from all sides.”
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      Rex Ondras checked his heads-up display and found a dozen hostiles painted as green dots on his canopy window. Empty night stretched on forever, punctuated by tiny stars, but that wasn’t what held his attention.

      The Ragnosian battlecruiser that hung before him was shaped somewhat like the blade of a knife and turned slightly askew so that he seemed to be approaching it on a diagonal. Green particle beams erupted from its pointed tip, striking targets that were too small for him to see.

      Sucking air into his gaping mouth, Rex closed his eyes and shuddered. “Zev, Tylar, form up on my wing!” he barked. “We’re gonna take out those ventral cannons.”

      A Phoenix-Class cruiser approached the Ragnosian ship head-on, dipping under the green plasma bursts and deftly avoiding them. It streaked past the enemy on its starboard side, and with a quick yaw turn, pointed its beak-like nose at the Raggies.

      Flying sideways, the phoenix emitted an orange beam that drew a line across the enemy hull. Then it sped off into the distance.

      The Raggy ship was growing larger and larger. Within seconds, it dominated the view through Rex’s window. He angled his fighter downward, the planet briefly coming into view – a vast expanse of blue ocean with swirling white clouds – and flew under the battlecruiser.

      A massive slab of metal hung over him with dome-like protrusion marking the position of shield generators and plasma cannons. He targeted the first of those, switched to EMP rounds and released a volley of tracers that phased through the Ragnosians’ shields. The resulting explosion made him cheer.

      Bursting through a cloud of debris and dissipating flames, he emerged on the other side to see that some of those dome cannons were swiveling around and spitting streaks of green light at him.

      He pitched his nose downward.

      Now, he was flying directly toward Salus Prime’s largest ocean. Those swirling clouds looked particularly violent. Some of them had formed a disk miles across. Rex suspected that he was looking at a hurricane from above.

      In that moment of distraction, he barely noticed the alarms blaring. Something jolted his ship, and he was thrown sideways, the seat restraints preventing his head from smashing into the wall. His helmet would have offered further protection.

      His displays flickered for an instant, and when they reappeared, he noticed that a Ragnosian fighter was coming in from his right, headed right for him. The battlecruiser was also targeting him from behind.

      He pulled up, leveling off, and the planet became a field of blue beneath him with a sky full of stars above, both meeting at the distant horizon.

      The SmartGlass zoomed in on a phoenix that was rolling over and over as it came toward him. Pulses of green light shot past it, none hitting their target.

      Gunning the throttle, he got out of there before a swarm of enemies could converge on him. When he angled his little fighter away from the planet, he saw nothing but the Salusian sun. He had to quickly turn aside lest its light blind him.

      Rex knew that three fleets battled all around him, but the individual ships were too far off for him to see them as anything other than coloured dots on a screen. The heavy, Antauran dreadnoughts had formed a perimeter around the battle, boxing the Raggies in with big ships on one side and the planet on the other.

      The maneuverable Leyrian ships flew into the thick of it so they could get up close and do maximum damage. There had been thirty-two battlecruisers in orbit when this all started. Normally, that would be more than enough to hold a low-tech planet, but his people had sent forty ships, and the Antaurans had provided fifteen more.

      His instruments said that six phoenix-cruisers had been destroyed and two more had been crippled to the point of uselessness. Their allies were taking damage as well. Three dreadnaughts were disabled, one destroyed. Bleakness take him, the Raggies were putting up quite a fight, but sooner or later, they would break.

      It was only a matter of time.

      

      Lounging in the briefing room with her polished shoes on the table, Telixa watched the spherical hologram that hovered six feet away. It was mostly just a big, ball of black with flashes of coloured light zipping back and forth. Making sense of what she saw was next to impossible without computer assistance, but sometimes, she liked to just watch. To see what patterns her mind discerned.

      Salus Prime was visible in the very centre of the hologram. The little planet was besieged on all sides. Some of the locals on the night side probably thought that it was the end of the world. Or whatever nonsense such primitive people believed. They would be properly educated once the planet was well and truly annexed.

      “Admiral,” Commander Hobs said behind her.

      Telixa raised a finger for silence, smiling as she watched the display. Her people were losing. If the battle continued in this way, she estimated that it would be over in a matter of hours. The Leyrians would reclaim the planet and fortify it.

      “Admiral?”

      Chuckling softly, Telixa shut her eyes and let her head rest against the seat cushion. “Not just yet, Commander,” she chided. “Let the stew simmer a little longer before you take a taste.”

      “But our forces…”

      “Will do their duty.”

      How could she possibly explain her reasoning? There were too many factors that went into a battle, too many variables. She could write a three-hundred-page book on her assessment of this conflict alone. Never mind the rest of the war. Hobs was good at running a ship, but he had not yet developed a sense of strategy.

      After a while, you developed an intuition about these things. A battle was more than just ship positions and tactical formations. You had to consider what the enemy was thinking, and more importantly what they were feeling.

      “Ma’am…”

      She swiveled her chair around to find the man standing next to the gray bulkhead. Hobs was just shy of average height but handsome despite that. His copper-skinned face was clean shaven, and his short, black hair neatly combed. “Forgive me, but I don’t understand…”

      “I want them to feel the thrill of triumph,” Telixa explained. “The certainty of victory. It will drive all thoughts of retreat from their minds.”

      “I see…”

      With a sigh, Telixa stood up and went to the serving cart in the corner. She poured herself a cup of coffee. “Are you worried about someone, Commander?” she asked. “A friend…Maybe a lover?”

      He stood with fists balled at his sides, shoulders square, eyes fixed dead ahead. “My brother is a lieutenant on the Pedras,” he answered. “I um…Well, on the last report, it took heavy damage.”

      “I see…”

      She poured Hobs a cup as well, adding soy milk and some sugar. The spoon dinged off the mug as she stirred. When she brought it to him, the man’s eyebrows shot up. Surprise that an admiral would serve him coffee or that she knew how he took it? Telixa decided not to ask. The ability to surprise your crew was always a good thing. It kept them on their toes. Too many questions spoiled the effect.

      Easing herself into a chair, Telixa cradled her mug in both hands. She frowned up at him. “I understand your concern,” she said. “But you must realize that we cannot allow personal feelings to influence tactical decisions.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Telixa took a sip, savouring the flavour. Black coffee with a single spoonful of sugar. Just enough to ease the bitterness. “I promise you that I will do everything I can to ensure your brother survives.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Hobs’s tablet buzzed, and he grunted as he checked the report. “The Gadrias and the Night Fire have been disabled.”

      Smiling over her mug, Telixa inhaled the steam. “I think the flavour is right now,” she said. “Ethran to bridge: begin Phase Two.”

      With that, she set down her drink and proceeded through the long hallway that connected to her bridge. She heard the whir of the warp engines before she was even halfway through the corridor. The fleet was already on its way.

      Sixty battlecruisers hiding behind various moons on the outskirts of the Salusian System. They had been waiting here ever since her people captured the planet five days ago, remaining at sub-light speeds so that they would be invisible to Leyrian sensors. Truth be told, she was glad the Leyrians finally decided to make their move. She had expected some form of retaliation within twenty-four hours of taking Salus. Her fleet had several weeks’ worth of supplies, but the boredom was killing her.

      The metal door slid open, and she stepped onto the bridge.

      Her officers had all gone to battle-stations; a dozen young men and women in gray uniforms sat at computer terminals along the port and starboard walls. There were more in the aft section, monitoring ship functions.

      Her chair was positioned in the middle of the room.

      Telixa claimed it, crossing one leg over the other, resting her hands on the armrests. “Status report.”

      “Three minutes to target,” Lieutenant Alric replied.

      “Has the enemy responded?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      Her fleet was approaching Salus from multiple vectors, but space was three-dimensional, and the Leyrians might plot an escape course that ran perpendicular to the plane of the solar system. They seemed to recognize the futility of that action, however. The closer you got to a massive, celestial body, the harder it was to travel at FTL speeds.

      Salus was the second planet from its sun. At that distance, ships were limited to a speed of about 10C at most. But here in the outer solar system, Telixa’s fleet was faster by an order of magnitude. If the Leyrians tried to flee, they would be intercepted with little difficulty.

      Her ships would have to slow down as they approached the planet – they were as subject to the laws of physics as anyone else – but by then, it would be too late to run. The fat, little mouse had taken the cheese.

      And so, the trap was sprung.

      

      Rex silenced the blaring alarms. He had seen the warning. Sixty warp-signatures incoming. And since it was very unlikely that his people would bring in reinforcements without telling their pilots, he knew that this was a trap. But he didn’t have time to think about that.

      He was cruising over the dorsal side of a battlecruiser, slipping through the narrow space between two dome cannons. One of those bulbous monstrosities came into view up ahead, and that one reoriented itself to target him.

      Rex grimaced.

      He squeezed the trigger on his flight-yoke before the enemy ship could blast him to atoms. Glowing bullets erupted from his wings, converged on the cannon and destroyed it in an enormous fireball.

      Two Ragonsian drones emerged from the flames, each one spitting globs of plasma from those curved prongs.

      Thumbing the hat-switch, Rex slid his fighter upward so that their shots would pass beneath him. He pitched his nose down ninety degrees but continued his forward motion. The ship’s hull scrolled past in his window.

      It was instinct that let him pull the trigger half a second before the drones came into view. White tracers pummeled each of them, phasing through their shields, destroying their circuits.

      One of those little bastards veered off course and crashed into the battlecruiser. He wished he could have heard the sound of its collision. If they had been in an atmosphere, it would have been glorious.

      The ass-end of a ship sped past, and then he was looking at the planet below, at thin wisps of clouds that obscured his view of a massive forest. The trees seemed to go on forever, but he could see the peaks of mountains poking through.

      He pulled up, away from Salus, and sped off into the void. He caught a glimpse of a phoenix as it soared past from right to left in his window. Half a dozen drones pursued it. When they were gone, there was nothing in his way.

      The sun was on his right. He tried not to look at it.

      Green dots appeared on his HUD. The arriving enemy fleet. He tapped a few icons on his control panel, and the SmartGlass zoomed in. He knew what he would see, but he still couldn’t believe it.

      Ragnosian ships seemed to appear from out of nowhere, just materializing in an instant. Five of them. Ten…All firing a barrage of missiles.

      He sat there, slack-jawed, watching his hope of winning this battle die.

      

      “Let’s see it!”  Telixa barked.

      The hologram appeared at the bow of her bridge, seeming to ripple into existence. A sphere as wide as she was tall, with Salus positioned at the exact centre of the image. The rest of it was black, so dark she could barely see the wall on the other side.

      Telixa paced around it, examining the image with a keen eye. True to life, Salus was dark when viewed from the other side, but she could make out clusters of city lights here and there. “Show me the enemy fleet.”

      Blue dots appeared around the planet at various latitudes, fourteen of them in total, though one was flickering to indicate that it was heavily damaged. Orange dots appeared as well, but while their blue cousins were stationary, these zipped back and forth like a swarm of agitated flies. The Antaurans were maintaining their perimeter while the Leyrian dealt with her ships.

      “And now our ships,” she ordered.

      Green dots appeared around Salus, so close that they were almost touching the planet. She counted twenty-two of those. But then sixty more appeared beyond the Antauran fleet, closing in on them from all sides.

      Standing with hands clasped behind her back, Telixa pressed her lips together as she studied the image. “Let’s peel the onion,” she said. “We’ll go layer by layer. Target the Antauran fleet and-”

      “Ma’am!” Lieutenant Sharseen shouted. “Antauran dreadnought approaching from the starboard bow.”

      “Let’s see it.”

      The hologram vanished to be replaced with a two-dimensional image. Footage from one of her ship’s telescopic cameras. The dreadnought was cruising toward them, spitting pulses of blue plasma from cannons on either side of its pointed tip. Those shots bounced off the shields, but she felt a minor jolt nonetheless.

      “Defenses holding,” Sharseen stated.

      “Return fire.”

      Telika watched the other ship moving in for the kills. Streaks of green light sped toward it, crisscrossing with the blue, each volley hitting its respective target. She saw a momentary burst of light around the enemy as their shields snapped into place.

      Sharseen was panting as she bent over her station, her hands flying over the controls. “The Kelinar and Movreen are moving in to support us.”

      “No!”

      “Admiral?”

      Telixa walked right through the hologram on her way back to her chair, causing it to waver for an instant. “Order them to stay back,” she said. “I want to test out these new weapons of ours.”

      A sudden blast of enemy fire jostled the ship, nearly knocking her off her feet. The lights dimmed for a moment before returning to full brightness. She could tell that the crew was questioning her orders, but they would obey.

      That was all that mattered.

      Telixa sat down, gripping the armrests and staring intently at the hologram that had reoriented itself to face her. “How far off is that dreadnought?” She didn’t want to damage her own ship with the new toys Craxis had provided.

      “Fifty-two kilometres.”

      “Fire the EMP missile. Low yield.”

      A skinny projectile appeared at the bottom of the hologram and sped toward its target, closing the distance within seconds. It detonated when it got within range of the dreadnought, producing a flare of white light that was almost painful to look at.

      When the brightness died down, the Antauran ship was still there, but she could see scorch marks on its dorsal hull. It lashed out with two, blue particle beams that pounded her vessel and nearly punched through the shields.

      “Status?” she growled.

      “Moderate damage to the dreadnought!” Shareen reported. “Sixty percent of its dorsal shield emitters are inoperable!”

      “It’ll have to do,” Telixa muttered. “Fire conventional ordinance!”

      A volley of missiles rushed toward the enemy ship, pounding its top-side and exploding on contact. The damage they inflicted was incredible. With no shields to stop them, many left massive holes in the hull.

      A second volley reduced the dreadnought to a smoldering hunk of metal left adrift in space. She made a mental note to thank Craxis. The designs he had offered were most effective, to say the least. Yes, she-

      “Incoming!”

      The hologram changed without her ordering it, switching to the view from another camera. A Phoenix-Class cruiser was barreling toward her, executing a graceful roll to dodge the plasma bolts that came its way.

      It fired a particle beam that hit hard enough to knock Telixa out of her chair. She landed on her knees, grunting as she reached for something to steady herself. “Target that thing with-”

      But it was no good. The phoenix was gone before she could even finish speaking. She knew from its trajectory that it must be flying over her at this very second. “Switch to three-dimensional view.”

      Her ship appeared in the middle of a dark sphere, and sure enough, the enemy was rushing past over her dorsal hull.

      The phoenix executed a full yaw turn, now flying backward into the emptiness, and projected another beam from its beak-like nose. This one felt like an earthquake. Her officers cried out in alarm.

      Gritting her teeth, Telixa hissed as sweat broke out on her forehead. “Aft cannons!” she screamed. “Fire!”

      Her people were already doing their jobs.

      The phoenix rolled – one wing pointed up, the other down – as several shots rushed past its exposed belly. It reoriented itself for a final strike, ready to put a hole in Telixa’s hull, but then two missiles pounded the little ship from behind.

      The Kelinar came into view, pummeling the Leyrians with everything they had. The enemy tried to veer off, tried to escape. “Destroy them!” Telixa bellowed.

      It took less than a minute. The little ship was hit with more firepower than it could handle. It cracked and split apart like an egg producing a fireball that vanished in less than two seconds. The enemy was destroyed. Relief washed over her. She would live to fight another day, it seemed. “Now,” Telixa said. “Let’s mop up this mess.”
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