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FOR MY DAD,

A REAL-LIFE SUPERHERO



PROLOGUE


The Emperor’s New Clothes

Voices echoed in Jack’s ears. The blackness surrounding him began to take shape and light faded in as if someone were sliding a dimmer switch, stopping at a dull amber glow. It took a moment for Jack’s eyes to adjust. Once they did, he found himself surrounded by the Rüstov. Judging by the appearance of his captors, he was in the presence of royalty. He had been taken to the emperor’s throne room.

The Rüstov’s typical architecture and design, represented by a chaotic mess of jury-rigged scrap, was eschewed here in favor of a clean, industrial aesthetic. Smooth steel panels lined the walls, with giant rivets drilled into their edges. Massive I beams filled the chamber, running from the floor all the way up to the ceiling. By Rüstov standards, they were the equivalent of intricately painted frescoes and marble columns—a lavish display of elegance. Fresh-faced nobles dressed in fancy robes stared at Jack in silence. On the far side of the room, a small run of steps led up to a large iron throne. The chair was spun around, facing the other direction, its occupant looking out a window into space. Jack tried to move, but he was held fast by one of the Magus’s imperial guards. He struggled against its grip, but he had no strength.

Jack’s thoughts were sluggish, like someone had poured cement into his brain. His powers had no effect on the guard, who, like the nobles, was using a host that had very little techno-decay. Standing next to Jack, also locked in the grip of another Rüstov guard, was a man dressed in prison rags. He was clearly terrified.

“What is this?” Jack asked, his voice weak and groggy. “What’s going on?”

“Silence!” the guard behind Jack shouted, striking him on the head.

Jack’s head throbbed with pain. Lacking the energy even to give the guard a dirty look, he opted to hold his tongue rather than risk another blow. A bluish-white spotlight switched on above the throne, and the chair slowly rotated until Jack was face-to-face with the Magus. The guard holding Jack immediately dropped to one knee and forced him to genuflect before the emperor as well. Jack tried to look up, but the guard pushed his head back down. “Bow your head, meat. You do not look at the Magus.”

From his knees, with the Rüstov guard’s hand on the back of his head, Jack peered up at the Magus as best he could. Despite his limited vantage point, it was plain to see that the Magus was unlike any Rüstov he had ever encountered before. Rüstov host bodies were typically withered, frail husks that had been sucked dry by their parasites. They were broken shells of people, with veins that had been turned into circuits, bones that had been morphed into rusty metal, and organs that had been transformed into greasy, ramshackle contraptions with dirty gears. Jack had seen the ruinous effects of Rüstov infections firsthand in the many Para-Soldiers he’d fought over the years. The host body that the Magus inhabited exhibited none of the mummified, zombielike features he’d come to expect from the Rüstov. The Magus was in peak physical condition—a strong, perfect, muscle-bound specimen with almost no sign of infection.

The Magus rose from his seat and walked toward Jack and the other prisoner. The closer he got, the less Jack saw of him. With his head pressed firmly toward the ground, Jack could see only a pair of bare feet advancing along the path, beneath the folds of a snow-white robe. The prisoner next to Jack was whimpering. Jack didn’t waste words trying to tell him that everything was going to be all right. He knew better.

Jack heard a loud pop-hiss noise, like a knife stabbing a can of soda, and the Magus’s body collapsed to the floor. The Rüstov emperor had released his host. Jack had a clear view of the unconscious body until it was dragged out of sight by the greedy hands of other Rüstov royals. He could picture the parasitic nobles fighting over the body as if it were some kind of stylish hand-me-down. As the Magus’s former host was pulled away, his white robe stayed behind. Something was stuck beneath it, trying to punch its way out from under the folds of fabric. Jack, who had never seen a Rüstov without its host before, gasped when a scrap-metal scorpion the size of a small dog crawled out into the open. It snapped its claws and curled its tail to strike.

The guard beside Jack let go of the other prisoner, and the guard behind him relaxed his grip on his head. Jack craned his neck up and looked around. The prisoner next to him ran to the exit and banged on the door, unable to open it. Frantic, he ran off in the other direction, but the Rüstov soldiers that lined the perimeter of the room threw him back into the center. The guard behind Jack laughed. He and his fellow Rüstov watched the scene play out like a sporting event. Trapped in the Magus’s chamber, the helpless prisoner backed away from the iron scorpion on the ground. His eyes darted back and forth, wide as golf balls. “Help me!” he screamed, looking directly at Jack. “Please!”

Jack was speechless. He was powerless to stop what was about to happen. The doomed man backed away from the hostless Magus and tripped over the steps leading up to the throne. He fell on his rear end and shuffled backward up the steps. The scorpion pounced. It crawled up the man’s leg in a flash and skittered over his chest. Jack could tell what was coming next. The scorpion latched onto the man’s shoulder with its tail, and then disappeared around his back. There was a noise like a heavy shovel digging into the earth, and Jack cringed as the man cried out in pain. Jack turned away, unable to watch the rest of the transformation. He saw only the Magus’s shadow on the wall as his shape went from being that of a man to something else. Something large and terrible. The screaming stopped and the Magus’s silhouette relaxed. The Rüstov emperor breathed out a sigh of relief and stretched. Jack turned back toward the Magus as his aides draped his robe over him and tied it off at the waist. The guard pushed Jack’s head down again. Jack made no effort to look back up this time around. He had seen enough.

It turned out that the Magus’s fresh, smooth-skinned hosts were not completely unblemished after all. Right next to his eye with the Rüstov mark, a large iron horn extended out from his temple, and six swordlike growths fanned out of his back like wings, three to each side. When Jack glimpsed the Magus earlier, he had mistakenly thought those elements were part of his throne. Now he knew differently. They were part of him. The Magus looked like a cyborg version of the devil himself.

The Magus crossed the room and stood over Jack. “Rise,” he commanded. The Rüstov guard stood up and pulled Jack onto his feet. Jack did not look at the Magus until he had no other choice. The Rüstov emperor took him by the chin and lifted his head up, forcing him to meet his gaze. The Magus stared at him, studying him. Jack thought he was going to melt under the Rüstov leader’s penetrating, heartless eyes. Quite unexpectedly, his lips curled up, forming a thin smile. The Magus gave Jack a light tap on the cheek and rested his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Welcome home, my son.”

Jack did his best to sound brave. “I’m not your son.”

The Magus frowned and grumbled out a low growl.

Jack dropped to the ground in a heap. A searing hot knife was turning inside his brain. His eye was burning. He pressed his palm against it like he was afraid it might pop out of the socket. Just when he thought he couldn’t take it anymore, the pain stopped. Jack rolled over onto his back and struggled to catch his breath. When he finally did, he looked up at the Magus and realized something very scary. The Magus hadn’t moved an inch. He had hit Jack with his mind.

Jack tried to get up but decided to give it a few seconds first. He rested on all fours for a moment. The Magus nodded to a guard, who stepped on Jack’s back, pushing him down. The guard knelt to Jack’s level and grabbed his hair, pulling his head up to face the Rüstov emperor. “I wasn’t talking to you,” the Magus said. “You will speak when spoken to. I will not have this reunion with my son spoiled by your filthy tongue.”

Jack was gasping for air. Drool dripped from his lower lip. “What did you just do to me?”

The Magus laughed. “I simply helped your infection along, ever so slightly. Get used to the pain. There’s more to come.”

Jack’s mind was racing. The hopelessness of his situation was starting to sink in. “I can’t . . . I can’t use my powers.”

The Magus smiled with chilling confidence. “Patience . . . you will.”

The guard let go of Jack’s hair. His head dropped and banged against the floor. The light over the Magus’s throne went out, and the Rüstov emperor’s mechanical eye glowed in the darkness. Light trails followed the eye as the Magus turned away and Jack’s vision blurred. He felt dizzy. Somewhere deep inside him, he heard Khalix laughing as the world faded away.


        
CHAPTER


        1

        Ghost in the Machine

        Solomon Roka moved through the Rüstov super-dreadnaught Apocalypse with the swift, silent purpose of a black ops
            commando. He was a tall man with a lean, muscular build, short black hair, and three
            days’ worth of stubble on his face. He wore a formfitting black suit lined with
            flexible circuitry and carried a backpack filled with all the tools of his profession.
            Roka crept around corners like a thief in the night, and although the time of day in
            deep space was relative, he was without question a thief. He was there to steal the
            future of the Rüstov people.

        Roka approached a sliding metal door with a small
            window right at eye level. As he reached out to open it, a green light lit up on its
            access panel. He froze in place and his heart followed suit. The door was about to open
            from the other side. Rüstov sentries were coming through. They hadn’t seen
            him yet, but he had only a few seconds before they did.

        Roka had no cover in the empty passageway. The door on the opposite end of
            the hall was too far away, but he ran for it, hugging the shadows as he went. The sound
            of compressed air being released filled the hallway as the doors began to slide apart
            behind him. He had time left for only a simple choice: right or left. The lack of an
            exit in either direction was not a problem. The uncertainty surrounding each option was.
            Roka made up his mind and activated his Ghost Suit. The circuits covering his body
            blazed with light, rendering his molecules intangible as he leaped through the wall directly to his left. He just hoped he wasn’t diving
            into a situation worse than the one he was trying to escape.

        Roka found himself alone when he emerged on the other side of the wall. He
            stood on the engineering deck of the ship, overlooking the Apocalypse’s powerful warp core. He had to get his
            bearings straight and find his way to the detention block, but first he needed a minute
            to collect himself and gather his nerves. They were scattered everywhere, which was
            unusual for him. This kind of operation was Roka’s stock in trade, but this was
            more than just another job. This breakout wasn’t about money; his own freedom was
            on the line this time too. There was something else as well. The Apocalypse wasn’t just any Rüstov ship. It was the personal
            flagship of the Rüstov emperor. Roka was quite happy to go on living without ever
            having the honor of meeting the Rüstov leader.

        Getting back to business, Roka activated a holographic map-finder device
            on his wrist. It emitted a high-frequency sonar pulse that generated blueprints of the
            ship and projected them into the air in front him. The ship’s plans glowed
            brightly in the darkness, faded down, and returned as each sonic pulse sounded. Roka saw
            where he needed to go. His objective was three hundred feet below him, straight
            down.

        Roka measured the drop with a laser ruler and took out a length of special
            evaporating rope. He latched himself to a railing overlooking the
            ship’s engine, jumped over the top, and dove down alongside the white-hot column
            of pure energy that powered the starship’s Infinite Warp Core. Air whistled
            through Roka’s hair as he fell, anchored to the walkway above. He swung his feet
            out to land as the floor raced toward him. The thin, black rope stretched like a bungee
            cord, slowing his descent, and then dissolved into smoke as he touched down softly on
            the ground. The jump would have been perfect if not for the fact that he landed right
            among a trio of Rüstov Para-Soldiers.

        Before the Rüstov even had time to register his presence, Roka
            flipped down a pair of shades and set off a light grenade to blind his enemies. He
            grabbed the Para-Soldier closest to him by the wrist, turned, and flipped it over his
            shoulder. The Rüstov sentry crashed into one of its fellow guards, and Roka
            detached a small disk from his belt. He slapped it onto the third Para-Soldier’s
            chest. Electric currents poured out of the disk, ripping through the Rüstov’s
            body and permanently disabling it. The first two Para-Soldiers were just getting back up
            when Roka jumped and threw both feet into them, kicking them back over the edge of the platform. They fell into the warp core’s towering column
            of energy and were vaporized instantly. The whole fight, if it could truly be described
            as such, lasted all of seven seconds.

        The Rüstov threat neutralized, Roka once again activated his Ghost
            Suit and phased through the wall on his right. He emerged in the detention block and
            took a deep breath, mentally preparing himself for what would be the hardest part of the
            mission. Roka walked down the hall, forcing himself to ignore the pleas for help coming
            from the prisoners who were locked up in the cells to his left and right. It
            wasn’t easy. Roka knew what was in store for them. A long time ago, he’d
            been a Rüstov prisoner himself. It was absolutely killing him to leave them behind,
            but there was nothing he could do for them. Not here. Not now. But
            maybe . . . just maybe, if what he’d been told was true, there was
            hope for them yet.

        At end of the hall, Roka arrived at a locked door. He could see through
            its foggy laser-proof window well enough to make out a prison lab on the other side.
            This was it. Roka narrowed the focus on his Ghost Suit to phase only his hand. It
            flickered like a faded movie projection as he ran it through the
            lock, shorting out its circuits. The door slid open and Roka entered the lab.

        The room was empty, which was good, but Roka still didn’t like what
            he found inside. In the center of the lab was an operating table surrounded by
            vicious-looking surgical tools and trays of techno-organic hardware. Roka didn’t
            know what kind of sick experiments went on in this room, but it was clear that whatever
            prisoner had spent time on that operating table wasn’t dealing with the standard
            Rüstov infection.

        Next to the table was a stasis pod, large enough to fit a single person
            inside. Next to that, a holo-screen readout displayed the words “Infection Level:
            25%.” Roka plugged a CodeBreaker into a data port on the pod’s access panel,
            and the cover rose up like the lid of a coffin. Gas poured out from the inside. As the
            vapors cleared, Roka noticed a red light flashing on the pod, blinking out the words
            “Incubation Period Interrupted.” He’d set off a silent alarm. Roka
            frowned and, in a very businesslike manner, knelt down to remove a pair of special suits
            from his pack. He held one out toward the figure in the pod, who was just waking up.
            “Put this on. We don’t have much time.”

        A groggy voice called out from inside the pod.
            “What’s going on? Who are you?”

        Roka kicked his pack away and stood up, pulling his suit on over his
            clothes. “I’m Solomon Roka. I’m here to rescue you.”

        Jack Blank stepped out of the stasis pod and nearly fell over. Roka caught
            him and propped him up. “Can you walk?” Jack nodded, and Roka thrust a space
            suit into his arms. “Put this on. Quickly. We need to be gone before the guards
            show u—”

        They moved into the light and Roka stopped talking.

        “What is it? What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

        It took Roka a moment to answer. He was locked in a frozen stare,
            transfixed by Jack’s appearance. “You, uh . . .” Roka
            shook his head and started sealing up his own suit. “You’ve got something on
            your eye, kid.”

        Jack touched a hand to his face and drew in a sharp breath. He checked his
            reflection in the stasis pod’s glass lid, and sure enough, there it was. A parting
            gift from the Rüstov. Just a little something to take home with him. The mark of
            Rüstov infection surrounded Jack’s eye like a line drawn with black
            paint.
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        2

        The Great Escape

        An explosion tore through the Apocalypse’s hull and the inescapable vacuum of space ripped Jack and Roka
            out of the ship. They shot out into the cosmos wearing the armored space suits Roka had
            brought with him. Jack went spinning wildly into the void. His eyes went wide as he
            tried to draw focus on the endless sea of stars around him. He was in space. Deep space,
            light-years from home. It was almost too much to process. One minute he was sleeping in
            a metal pod, and the next thing he knew, some complete stranger had pulled him out here.
            His brain was still playing catch-up. What was he doing in that pod?
            Where was here? If the dying planets and Rüstov warships
            all around were any indication, it was no place good. Jack’s head was full of
            cobwebs. The only thing he knew for sure was that he had to get far away from this place
            as fast as possible. Unfortunately, he was completely out of control.

        Roka tried to grab Jack’s wrist as he went flying through space, but
            he lost his grip when they ran into a small asteroid belt. A hailstorm of pebble-like
            fragments pelted Jack’s helmet and body, disorienting him. He tried to grab onto
            some of the larger asteroids and steady himself, but he couldn’t get a handle on
            them. His limbs felt heavy and slow. A watermelon-size meteor struck Jack and sent him
            tumbling head over heels. He tried not to panic, but he knew precious time was being
            wasted. The Rüstov weren’t going to let him just walk out of here. He had to
            get himself together. Hardly an easy thing to do when you are flailing helplessly in
            space. Jack watched an upside-down Solomon Roka use the thrusters in his suit to right
            himself, and something clicked in Jack’s head. His powers . . . the armored space
            suit was a machine. Jack opened his mind up to the suit as Roka
            called to him on a radio in his helmet.

        “Use your thrusters! The controls are on your—”

        Before Roka could even finish his sentence, Jack engaged his thrusters,
            spun around, and steadied himself in a right-side-up position. He noticed something off
            in the distance behind Roka. A wrist cannon on his arm called out to be used, and Jack
            raised his hand, firing three shots over Roka’s shoulder. All three shots hit
            their marks, blasting holes in the Rüstov Para-Soldiers that were silently coming
            up behind Roka.

        “That’s better,” Jack said. It felt good, using his
            powers. It felt even better fighting back against the Rüstov. Jack’s head
            cleared a little. He remembered how he ended up in Rüstov space. He’d been
            kidnapped by the Rüstov agent Glave after stopping his plot to take over the
            Imagine Nation. He remembered Glave’s men pulling his half-conscious body out of a
            pile of crystal rubble back on Mount Nevertop. The question was, what had happened after
            that?

        Roka raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed with how Jack had handled the
            Rüstov soldiers. “I see someone found the suit’s blasters. Used this
            model before?”

        Jack shook his head. “I’m just good with
            machines.”

        Roka grunted. “You’re gonna have to be. We’ve got
            company.” He pointed toward a battalion of Rüstov space-troopers that was
            flying out of the Apocalypse like hornets from a broken nest.
            Jack felt a twinge of pain behind his eyebrows, which rapidly grew in intensity. The
            Magus was angry. He didn’t know how he knew that, but he knew it. Jack winced and
            reached for his temple, touching his hand against the outside of his space helmet. His
            right eye felt like it was on fire, and he heard a voice:

        “Jack, stop this. My father isn’t going to let you go.
            Don’t try to be a hero. . . . You’re going to get us both killed.”

        The voice put a layer of frost on Jack’s spine. It was Khalix, son
            of the Magus and heir to the Rüstov empire, talking. Khalix was the alien parasite
            who had infected Jack years ago, when he was just a baby. He was the dark reflection
            Jack saw in the mirror whenever he thought about his future as Revile, the unstoppable
            killing machine of the Rüstov.

        “Hey, kid,” Roka said, placing a hand on Jack’s
            shoulder. “You okay?”

        Jack cleared his throat and shook his head, working to
            power through the pain and shut Khalix out of his mind. “I’m fine,” he
            said, brushing Roka’s hand away. “I’ve got this.”

        Jack reached a hand out toward the Rüstov troops that were coming his
            way. So much of their bodies were made up of machinery. Everything from the
            microprocessors in their brains to the metal hinges in their knees was his to control.
            Or so he thought. He tried to lock up the Para-Soldiers’ joints and jam their
            weapons, but nothing happened. Jack looked at his hand as if it were a gun that had just
            misfired. “Something’s wrong.”

        “You think?” Roka grabbed Jack and pulled him behind a meteor
            as the Rüstov opened fire. A salvo of laser blasts pounded against the other side
            of the rock. “Don’t move!” Roka yelled as he reached over the top and
            returned fire without looking where he was shooting. He didn’t hit anything, but
            the kickback from his blasts helped push the meteor away from the Para-Soldiers. Jack
            leaned around the side and reached his hand out toward the Rüstov attackers. Again,
            his powers failed him.

        “I don’t understand. Nothing’s happening!” He was
                still trying to use his powers against the Rüstov when Roka
            pulled him out of the line of fire for the second time.

        “I said stay down!”

        This time Jack did as he was told. He leaned back against the meteor,
            pulling his arms and legs in close as laser blasts raced past him on all sides. It
            didn’t make any sense . . . his powers worked on the space suit. They should have worked on the Rüstov. What was going on?

        “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve grown a lot stronger
            over the last year,” Khalix taunted Jack. “You still have your powers, but I
            won’t stand by and let you use them against my people. We control you, not the
            other way around. Don’t ever forget that.”

        Jack scowled. “Uh-uh, my powers keep you
            in check. That’s the way it’s always be—” Jack stopped short,
            realizing what Khalix had just told him. “Wait a minute . . . a year?! What do you
            mean, a year?”

        Roka scrunched up his face. “Who you talking to, kid?”

        Khalix’s cackling laughter rang in Jack’s ears. His stomach
            tied itself into a knot and he looked up at Roka with frightened eyes.

        A Rüstov laser blast just missed Roka’s head, and he ducked back down behind the meteor. “We can’t stay here
            much longer. We gotta move.” Roka looked around at the meteor field and then
            tapped Jack’s shoulder. “There. Follow me.” He pushed hard off the
            meteor with his feet and sailed out toward larger rocks in the distance. Jack burned a
            few seconds trying to decide if Khalix was lying or not before he finally took off after
            Roka. He kicked himself for wasting even that much time. Every second counted. He
            couldn’t let Khalix’s verbal jabs psyche him out. That was just what the
            Rüstov prince wanted. At least, Jack hoped that’s all there was to it.

        Once Jack got going, the asteroids provided excellent cover as he and Roka
            hopped from stone to stone. Jack got a handle on using his space suit and moved through
            the field easily, even with the Rüstov space-troopers trailing close behind. The
            real challenge was staying focused. Jack wanted to believe Khalix was just messing with
            his head, but he couldn’t be sure. He tried to remember yesterday or the day
            before. Nothing came to mind. He thought about the week before that, or the month even.
            There was nothing there. No memories. Jack had no idea how long he’d been the
            Rüstov’s prisoner or what they had done to him during
            that time. Only one thing was certain. Rüstov technology was off-limits for him.
            Khalix was telling the truth about that. Jack was completely surrounded by Rüstov
            machinery, and he couldn’t “feel” any of it. Giant dreadnought
            warships filled the sky, blocking out the stars. The massive, cone-shaped battleships
            were rife with exposed wiring, cable, and tubing that wove its way through every inch of
            their exteriors. Sharp, spiky antennae jutted out at odd angles all along the hull of
            each ship, but Jack couldn’t make contact with any of them. Bursts of static
            drowned out any connection he tried to make. His powers couldn’t touch the
            Rüstov fleet.

        What Jack’s powers could touch and feel were the small metal disks
            that Roka had left behind on key meteors as he made his way through the field. They
            snapped onto the surface of each rock, magnetically attracted to the minerals inside.
            Jack scanned the disks as Roka laid them down and saw that his newfound friend was
            setting a deadly trap for the Rüstov. Jack and Roka reached the other side of the
            meteor field and took cover behind a giant rock fragment as the Rüstov steadily
            advanced.

        “End of the line,” Roka said as the Para-Soldiers came in, guns blazing. Jack took aim at the Rüstov, but Roka pushed
            his hand down. “Let ’em come,” he told Jack, holding up a remote
            control. “I got a little surprise for them.” Just as he was about to push
            the button, a Rüstov laser blast shot the remote out of his hand. Roka stared at
            his empty hand in silent disbelief. “Okay, that’s a problem.”

        “Don’t worry. This one I really do have.” Jack held out
            his hand and activated the electro-disks Roka had planted on the meteors. A net of blue
            lightning bolts cast itself through the meteor field, catching the entire company of
            Para-Soldiers in its lines and frying them. The mummified husks of their hosts’
            infected bodies shook violently, and their cybernetic scrap-metal components blew apart
            from the electric current. When the bolts finally blinked out, they left behind scores
            of lifeless Rüstov bodies drifting off into space.

        Roka raised an eyebrow. “Good with machines, huh?”

        Jack shook his head. “Not as good as I used to be.”

        A pair of Shardwing starfighters angled on Jack and Roka. Rüstov
            voices crackled into the open frequencies on their helmet radios. “Halt in the
            name of the Magus,” the voice ordered. “Surrender or be
            destroyed.”

        “I hope there’s more to your escape plan
            than this,” Jack said, putting his hands up.

        “Relax, kid. I do this for a living.”

        A flash of light ignited behind Jack, and two large plasma blasts tore
            through space. The Shardwings exploded, and the resulting force sent Jack and Roka
            flying backward. Jack used his suit’s thrusters to stabilize his position and
            looked up as a new ship appeared on his internal radar. He used his powers to quickly
            scan the ship’s logs and found out it was Roka’s ship, the Harbinger. Jack breathed a sigh of relief as it swooped in above
            him and dropped its cloak. The Harbinger was a sleek, mid-size
            warship with a long fuselage and sharp, curved wings that made it look like a bird of
            prey.

        “Nice ship,” Jack said. “Is it fast?”

        “Is it fast?” Roka repeated. “What kind of question is
            that?” Jack used his powers to look through the Harbinger’s systems, taking note of the ship’s powerful twin
            warp engines. He gave Roka an impressed nod. A cargo bay door opened up on the
            ship’s belly. “Let’s go, kid, we’re not out of the woods
            yet.”

        Jack followed Roka inside the ship, where Roka immediately sealed the doors, pulled off his helmet, and shouted into the intercom,
            “Outer bay doors are locked, let’s move!”

        “Moving,” a voice called back as the ship surged into gear.
            Roka grabbed hold of the cargo bay netting to keep himself standing upright as the ship
            rocketed away. Jack was knocked clean off his feet, but even if the Harbinger’s sudden takeoff hadn’t sent him reeling, the voice on
            the intercom would have done it all by itself.

        “Is that who I think it is?” he asked Roka, getting back up on
            his feet.

        Roka didn’t answer. He was already running through the ship,
            presumably headed for the bridge. Jack took off after him. The ship tilted from side to
            side as they ran, taking hard turns and extreme nosedives.

        “What’s going on?” Jack shouted.

        “They’re not letting you go without a fight,” Roka said
            as more Shardwing fighters were scrambling to chase them down. Jack got a good look at
            them through the ship’s windows as he ran. Waves of Rüstov starfighters flew
            after them in attack formations. Their sharp, irregular shapes made them look like metal
            splinters that had broken off the larger dreadnought gunships, and
            they swirled around the Harbinger like a swarm of killer bees.
            “We’re in it now, kid,” Roka said as he opened up the door to the
            ship’s cockpit. Jack barely heard him. His attention had been completely hijacked
            by the sight of the ship’s pilot:

        “Jazen!” Jack yelled, his earlier suspicions confirmed. He ran
            ahead of Roka. Sure enough, Jazen Knight was at the ship’s helm.

        “Jack!” Jazen yelled back.

        Roka ran in after Jack, motioning for Jazen to let him at the controls.
            “Up,” he ordered, sliding into the chair to trade places with Jazen, who
            happily sprang out of the seat to wrap his arms around Jack.

        “Thank goodness you’re safe,” Jazen said, clutching him
            tight. “I can’t believe he got you out!”

        “I can’t believe you’re
            here!” Jack replied. “How did you even know where to find me?”

        “What are you talking about? We’ve been getting your SOS
            signals for a month now.”

        Jack furrowed his brow. “SOS signals? What?”

        “You didn’t think we’d just leave you out here, did
            you?” Jazen let go of Jack and took a good look at him, smiling from ear to ear. He tried not to let it show, but Jack noticed a widening
            of his android friend’s eyes when he saw the Rüstov mark on Jack’s
            face. Jack looked down at his shoes, and Jazen leaned over to catch Jack’s eyes.
            “Hey. It’s gonna be okay, Jack. We’re gonna get you out of here.
            We’ll deal with the rest later.”

        Jack ran a hand through his hair and let it drop. “I don’t
            know, Jazen, I—”

        “Jack!” a voice called out from overhead.

        “Allegra!” Jack shouted. His face lit up as he turned to look
            at her. She was busy manning one of the Harbinger’s
            guns. The young Valorian girl craned her liquid metal neck around the firing controls to
            smile down at Jack. Her eyes bugged out at the sight of the scar on his eye, and
            Jack’s smile evaporated.

        “No time for hugs and happy reunions!” Roka shouted. “We
            still have to fight our way out of here. There’s two more guns that need gunners,
            and a lot more unfriendlies out there.” Roka pulled the ship into a spiral dive,
            flying through the asteroid belt with the Shardwings hot on his tail. “Jack, you
            think you can fire a plasma cannon as well as you work a space suit and rig electric
            webs?”

        Jack nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

        “These two tell me that’s pretty good. Get going.”

        Jack ran to the gun turret on the starboard side of the ship and climbed
            in. Jazen took the cannon on the port side, and Roka took evasive action as the Harbinger’s crew all did their best to outrun and outfight
            the Rüstov.

        Jack went to work blasting away at the enemy fighters. Just like outside
            with the space suit’s wrist cannon, his powers worked fine with the Harbinger’s weapons. He’d never used a gun like this
            before, but after a quick “conversation” with the targeting system and
            firing controls, he became an instant expert. Jack sat in the gyroscope chair, spinning
            around at target after target, scoring direct hits. He fired relentlessly and took out
            every Shardwing that came anywhere near his range.

        “Looking good, kid!” Roka shouted across the ship.
            “I’m starting to see what the Rüstov wanted with you.”

        Jack grunted. He doubted Roka had any idea. It felt so good to be using
            his powers to fight back again. It made him feel a little bit more normal. More like
            himself. Of course, that door swung both ways. It bothered Jack that he couldn’t
            use his powers against the Rüstov. That made him feel much less
            like himself, and he worried about what that might mean.

        Jack held on tight as the ship rolled to the left, dodging a volley of
            Rüstov missiles. “Hey, Jack!” Jazen called out. “How ’bout
            you tell these Rüstov fighters to lay off, so we can get out of here?”

        Jack felt a sharp pain in his head and heard the voice of the Rüstov
            prince. “Yes, Jack, tell them. Better yet, tell your friend over there that
            you’d blow all these fighters up with a single thought if you could . . . but you
            can’t. I won’t let you.”

        Jack shivered as Khalix snickered at him. He’d never get used to
            hearing that voice in his head. It shook him every time he heard it. Khalix had always
            been there, but now he had a real voice. A strong voice with an unbearable personality.
            Jack felt violated. It was like he had an intruder in his brain eavesdropping on every
            word he said.

        “Jack, what’s wrong?” Jazen asked.

        Jack shook his head. “I’ll tell you later.” A nearby
            explosion rocked the ship. “If there is a later,”
            he added under his breath.

        “Jack, can’t you just take these guys out
            with your powers?” Allegra asked.

        “I wish,” Jack told Allegra. “Gotta do this the
            old-fashioned way.” Jack spun his chair around to blast five Shardwings in
            succession.

        “I can live with that,” Roka said, clearly pleased with
            Jack’s deadly accuracy. “Glad you’re on our side, kid.”

        Jack smirked. Again, Roka couldn’t have realized how funny that
            statement was. If they ever got back home, the subject of which side Jack was on was
            sure to be a hotly debated topic. The Rüstov had been trying to turn him into their
            ultimate weapon ever since they kidnapped him. As Jack was thinking about that, he
            remembered he had no idea how long ago that really was. He thought about what Khalix had
            told him. He couldn’t have been gone that long . . .

        “Jazen?” Jack called out, still firing away at the enemy.

        “Yeah?” Jazen called back over the ship’s radio.

        “How long have I been gone?”

        “How long have you—?” Jazen stopped himself. “You
            mean you don’t know?”

        “How long, Jazen?”

        Jazen’s only answer was silence. After a few moments, Allegra
            answered for him. “It’s been a year, Jack. They had you for a
            year.”

        Allegra’s words hung in the air like germs. Jack felt like he was
            sinking into his chair. His lungs contracted. His chest felt heavy and tight.

        “Listen to me, Jack,” Jazen said. “It’s all right.
            We’re going to move forward from here. Right now,
            let’s just focus on getting back home.”

        Jack frowned. That was easier said than done. A whole year of his life had
            been lost. Khalix was stronger. His parasite was deciding what he could and
            couldn’t use his powers on now! What did the Rüstov do to
                me? Jack gritted his teeth as he fired plasma blasts into Shardwing
            fighters.

        “Jack?” Allegra asked. “How do you feel? I mean . . .
            Are you okay? Is everything okay?”

        Jack didn’t know how to answer that. A Rüstov blast pounded the
                Harbinger, rocking it from side to side. “A few more
            hits like that and none of us are gonna be okay!” Roka shouted as he struggled to
            right the ship. “Let’s focus, people!”

        “Allegra. We’ll talk about it
            later,” Jazen said.

        Jack grunted in agreement and focused on keeping Khalix quiet and shooting
            down more Shardwings. It took some concentration, but he did it. He was grateful that he
            was still able to hit the mute button on the Rüstov prince if he really put his
            mind to it. The last thing he wanted to hear right now was his
            “roommate’s” smug voice in his head. Jack’s shots continued to
            hit their marks, but no matter how many enemy fighters he, Jazen, or Allegra took out,
            it wasn’t getting any easier. The Shardwings darted through space with incredible
            dexterity and force, and they just kept coming. “There’s too many of
            them,” Allegra said. “What are we still doing here? Can’t we just jump
            to hyperspace already?”

        “Don’t look at me,” Roka said. “Talk to the warp
            drives. We need to phase first.”

        “We need to what?” Jack asked.

        “Traveling at light speed means flying too fast to steer,”
            Roka explained. “We’d crash into meteor showers, stars . . . even planets if
            we tried it without phasing.”

        Still confused, Jack did what Roka suggested and reached out to the
            ship’s engine to get some clarity. He learned that the Harbinger’s Ghost Box needed to render the ship intangible
            before they could safely engage the hyperdrives. The box needed to scan the ship and
            everything on it so that it could throw everyone’s molecules into flux for the
            jump to light speed, and then properly realign them afterward.

        “Shouldn’t we be ready to punch it by now?” Jazen asked.
            “What’s the hold up?”

        “I am,” Jack said. “The scan’s taking longer
            because the ship is having a hard time mapping my body.”

        “Because of your infection?” Allegra asked. “Just talk
            to the ship’s computer and tell it what the Rüstov did to you.”

        “I can’t,” Jack said, scratching his chest
            uncomfortably. “I don’t even know that myself.” His chest felt heavy
            underneath his space suit. Jack would have chalked it up to anxiety, but it hurt when he
            coughed. He could tell that his infection was advancing.

        The Harbinger took a direct hit, and the ship
            was thrown onto its side, heading into a flat spin. Powerful centrifugal forces pinned
            Jack forward against his gun’s firing controls as Roka fought to regain control of
            the ship. The Harbinger leveled off, and
            Jack felt the pressure ease, but the damage had already been done.

        “I’ve got good news and bad news,” Roka announced once
            he’d gotten the ship back under control. “Which one do you want to hear
            first?”

        “Give me the bad news,” Jazen said.

        “We just lost the Ghost Box.”

        “What?” Allegra asked.

        “It’s gone,” Roka said. “That last shot fried it.
            No Ghost Box, no light speed.”

        “What’s the good news?” Jazen asked.

        Roka shrugged. “Sorry, I lied about the good news. Anybody got any
            ideas?”

        Silence fell over the cabin as the realization sank in that the ship was
            trapped in enemy territory. They were hopelessly outnumbered and there was no chance of
            outrunning the Rüstov Armada without light speed.
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