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They were too late. The ship graveyard that protected the pirate stronghold was destroyed and the armada was already descending on the pirate stronghold. Rei Phoenix’s first instinct was to take her ship far away and hide, but so far these people had proven to be comrades in arms. Plus, Vu and her husband had kept her secret, and it left a bad taste in her mouth to repay that kindness with abandonment. 

“Battle stations,” she ordered. 

In the silence that descended over the bridge, she could hear distant alarms alerting the rest of the crew to their status. Yeke took up his station at her side. On her own screens, she could see their Essence-based weaponry respond to him. Rei glanced out the front windows. No two rebel ships were alike, though it was clear they had absorbed some Federation tech.

“Let’s see if we can’t give the Alliance a break. Take out their weapons and shields,” Rei ordered. 

“Roger that,” Kuv replied.

The ships became obscured by their weapon fire. The rebel ships were taken by surprise. Still, Rei gripped the arms of her chair hard, trying to fight the fear that arose when faced with another fleet battle.

“Shields down ten percent,” an engineer reported.

“Diverting power to compensate,” Chia replied. 

“One ship’s disabled, but it’s landing,” Yeke called out.

“We’ll worry about it later,” Rei said. “Let’s finish mopping up the rest.”

“Another ship’s lost weapons,” Kuv said. “They’re trying to run.” 

Rei sighed, “Fire if you can, but don’t chase them down. This location’s compromised already.”

“Too bad,” Aede said. “With the dead ships in orbit, it was a perfect hideout.”

“All good things do come to an end,” Chia said.

“I suppose.” Rei winced as the rocking of the ship sent one of Kuv’s security force to the ground. “Let’s make sure we’re not part of the end, eh?”

“We’re cleaning them up now,” Kuv said. “But a few are going to jump.”

“Don’t waste the power,” Rei ordered. “Finish what’s between us and the others.”

“Do we really want them breathing down our necks?” Yeke asked.

“Does it matter?” Chia countered. “Our captain is their second most coveted treasure. Besides, didn’t we want to make some noise? Well, I’d say we have their attention now.”

It was true. As the Yalitza rocked and quaked under the barrage, it was clear the enemy was focusing on them. Rei glanced down; the shields were holding, thanks to Chia’s constant need for improvements. The sensors showed five Federation issue ships remaining. Despite being stronger, it was clear the rebels couldn’t use them to their fullest potential. 

The fools, Rei thought as one of the remaining ships moved to ram them. They take a ship they can’t use half the weapons on with the hope that it just works out. The ship glanced off their shields. Still, I have to give them credit for trying.

“Take them out,” she ordered. 

The ship exploded as soon as the command left her lips, leaving behind only three. Two were quick to start to turn tail and run while the third renewed the last-ditch effort to ram the Yalitza. Rei braced herself as it drew closer and closer. On her screens, she watched as most of their power was diverted to the shields. Rei took in a sharp breath of air as the ship was struck. The rebel ship continued to graze the shields until the continued contact caused their own to fail. A well-timed shot by Kuv finished them off. 

In the few seconds of silence that followed the ship’s destruction, a calm descended over the bridge. “Damage?” Rei asked, leaning forward in her chair.

“Shields are at about sixty percent power and we have some minor damage,” Chia reported. “I’ve already dispatched my teams to assess it all. They should be reporting back soon.”

“Are we in any danger if we enter the atmosphere?” Rei asked.

“No, should hold up just fine,” Chia answered. 

“Move us in then, Foniac,” Rei ordered. 

“Right, Boss,” she replied. 

“Should I attempt contact?” Aede asked. 

Rei shook her head. “Not yet. We don’t want to alert any stragglers that there were any survivors. They could be hiding from our sensors.”

“And they’re having help.” Chia rushed to a neighboring console, frantically making adjustments. “It’s going to be damn near impossible for us to find the ground, let alone them with this Essence storm.” 

“Essence storm?” Yeke repeated.

Rei frowned, remembering the last time they dealt with a storm like this. It was like being in the middle of a bitter blizzard that interfered with all their Essence-based tech. “I thought it took a special weapon to trigger one.” she said.

“Usually it does.” Thrio replied. A deep frown made his expression dark. “Or a large quantity of weapons. I’ve never heard of a fleet battle causing one though.”

“Which means we have to ask, what did they activate to cause it?” Kuv muttered. “And which side was it?”

“Are we going to have trouble navigating it?” Yeke asked. “I remember the last one gave us a rough ride.”

“This is a rather weak one, comparatively speaking,” Chia told them. “So long as we’re indoors, we should be fine.”

Essence-created lightning, only discernible by the vividness of the color, streaked across their view. Clouds rolled past and over them before they broke through the storm. 

Rei leaned forward in her seat, acutely aware that the entire bridge was doing the same. Large fires blanketed the city they knew housed the Alliance. This high up, more were visible on the horizon. Rei knew it wasn’t all caused by bombardment; a fact confirmed as they drew closer. She could see the twisted shells of ships emerging from the broken buildings. 

“I think it’s safe to say that we’re alone,” Yeke commented dryly.

“Well, let’s confirm how alone we are,” Rei said. She motioned for Aede to broadcast on channels they used to communicate with the Alliance. “This is the Yalitza calling all ships in the area. I repeat, this is the Yalitza calling all ships. Is anyone still out there?”

Silence. Rei tapped her leg with her fingers, about to order them back into space, when a crackle of static from the comms caused her to jump. “Captain!” Vu, leader of the Alliance cried. “We’re pleased to hear from you!”

“And us you. Sorry we couldn’t help sooner, but we chased them off as soon as we got here.”

“Just in the nick of time really,” Vu replied. “Any more time and they would have finished us all off.”

“How bad’s the damage?” Rei asked.

“We’ve lost a lot of ships. At least half at this point, though we’re trying to confirm the number. You were the last to arrive since you were furthest away. We’re going to start repairing what’s left, but it’s going to be a long road ahead of us.”

“Where do you want us?” Foniac asked. “I’m feeling a bit exposed up here.”

“Come to the hidden shipyard. We’ll meet you there,” Vu replied.

“Well,” Yeke commented when they were alone. “That doesn’t sound promising with this whole Alliance when we’re the only undamaged ship right now.”

“We have the ships that we stole that weren’t taken by the refugees,” Chia pointed out. “That’s something.”

“But how many people do we have left to make crews for those ships?” Kuv argued. 

“Well, we’ll find out the answer to all those questions soon enough,” Rei said as Foniac guided them down the tunnel to the bay.
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Apprehension still hung heavy in the air as they docked. The moment Foniac confirmed they were secured, Rei sprang from her seat and hurried down the hall. Yeke held the lift so the members of the senior crew could crowd in behind them. As soon as they were in, the lift began to slowly make its way down to the lower decks.

Rei leaned against the wall and struggled against tapping her fingers in anticipation of what they’d find. Why am I so nervous anyway? I barely know these people. 

She knew the answer. She couldn’t help but worry about those dragged into this mess, though her life might be a little bit less complicated if she could. Maybe her former ally was right and it was her fatal flaw. A ghost of their tampering with what she was. Or maybe it was one of the few qualities that separated her from those rebel soldiers. Either way, it wasn’t exactly a quality she was looking to lose anytime soon. 

The lift opened to the cargo bay and Rei led the charge out. The docking area was eerily quiet. Kuv formed a shield around them while he and Yeke took up position at their perimeter. Rei’s hand lowered to her gun as she looked around for any sign of Vu and the survivors. Nothing, not even a shadow.

“Should we...” Aede’s voice tailed off as though she already knew the answer.

“Not yet.” Rei shook her head. “They’re probably lying low until they know it’s not a trick.” A scream caused them all to jump. Rei turned in time to see a figure rise above a ship that erupted into smoke and flame. The hair on the back of her neck rose as she broke away from the others. “Find them and shield our ship!” she yelled. 

She rushed down the platform at top speed, her gun held tight in her grip. She pushed up with her Essence and flew toward the commotion. An odd awareness roared to the forefront of her senses. It was like whoever it was, was a Riaten cache. Another ship erupted in a shower of smoke and shrapnel. The fireball caused her personal shields to fluctuate. Rei swung around. The figure was rising with another fireball on the far side of the hangar.

“Rei!” Yeke’s voice roared in her ear. “What are you doing?”

“Taking care of things! Now shut up and make sure everyone else is in one piece,” she snapped. 

She dove to avoid another fireball. She shot up a second later, thankful for the first time that Essence, especially hers, was so accommodating to fast maneuvers. She pulled at the air with her power, funneling the threads of breeze into a vortex. It carried the smoke and fire, funneling them back through the tunnel to the surface. As the chaos was funneled away, the helmeted figure was fully revealed.

“Why am I not surprised?” Rei muttered. “Of course they’d send you.” Then louder, she called out. “Stop this! I don’t want to hurt you.”

The figure said nothing, though Rei knew she had their attention. A hand rose in silence, Essence pulsing in their palm. Rei formed a shield between them, bracing herself for the impact. If she could withstand several hits, she’d tire them out and possibly be able to turn the tide in her favor. She had learned from her past few encounters that throwing all her power behind her wouldn’t be productive. The soldiers were always a step ahead of her in that regard, always able to pull from somewhere deeper. And worse yet, they had little regard for who or what they damaged in the process. 

So she gritted her teeth and braced herself for the inevitable. The Yalitza’s lasers fired past her, slamming against the soldier’s own shields. Rei was about to order them to stand down when she noticed the flicker where they impacted. An eyebrow rose. The soldier shouldn’t be that weak already. The way Vu had talked, the battle had been a bloodbath and yet, as another laser pierced the shield, the soldier had barely enough power to mount a steady defense. 

The hand near her ear lowered slightly as Essence pooled in Rei’s grip. She funneled the energy to the tips of her claws and pushed off the solid barrier her Essence formed behind her. Using the momentum, she thrust herself forward, through the holes the Yalitza’s lasers had formed. Another feeble shield appeared between them. Rei sliced through it with her enhanced claws. The hand came back, the energy extending the claws until she could feel them graze the bottom of her palm.

In one fluid motion, the claws came down and sliced through the soldier’s uniform. Rei could see blood pool up where the cloth fell away. She caught them with her other hand and landed on the dock that was opposite the Yalitza. She wasn’t about to take any chances that the soldier was faking the severity of her injuries. Once they landed, she formed bands of Essence around the soldier, only half caring about how they pulled at their wounds.

“Well then,” Rei said once she was sure they were secure. “Let’s see who you really are, shall we?”

She hooked the claws beneath the edge of the helmet and lifted it to reveal the soldier’s face. Her stomach churned at the sight. “Fiara? No, that’s not right.” She cleared her throat, then tried again. “Emily?”

There was no flicker of recognition in those lifeless, hazel eyes. No glint that the person she was talking to was more than an automaton. Behind her, she heard the sound of guns being readied. 

“Captain?” Yeke asked, all business. 

“She’s harmless now.” Rei replied softly. “But I want to know why. Why attack when the battle’s over and your ships are in retreat?”

The soldier remained silent. The eyes moved to the gun on her thigh. Rei sighed. “Threatening to kill isn’t my style. If I wanted you dead, there’s nothing stopping me. So answer the question.”

She waited, but the eyes remained fixed on the gun. “Captain?” Kuv asked.

Rei faced them. “We need to secure her in case she talks. We already know who sent her, but she might be able to tell us their plans and if we should expect more trouble.”

“We have a place,” Vu said. 

“Boss?” Foniac stared at the soldier with wide eyes. “I think something’s wrong with her.”

Rei looked back down. While the soldier seemed undisturbed by her fate, her head had begun to twitch oddly. It was as though she had a kink in it that she couldn’t quite get rid of. The twitching became worse, moving down until she was writhing in her bonds as though in unbearable pain.

“Du...ki...ar,” the soldier muttered through gritted teeth. “Du...ki...ar.”

“What’s that? A base? A planet?” Kuv asked. Rei knew he was already thinking of what it could be and how they could find out. 

The soldier said no more. She spasmed several more times and the Yalitza’s medics descended upon them. Kilao had just hauled out his instruments when a final spasm wracked her body and she fell to the floor. Rei took a step forward, forcing herself to keep looking at the motionless form. 

It’s not your sister. It’s not your sister, she repeated silently to keep the contents of her stomach down. “What’s the verdict?” she asked Kilao.

“I need to run more tests, but I’d say it wasn’t her wounds. If I can take her on the ship, I’ll get her scanned and be able to tell you more,” he answered.

“Is that a good idea?” Yeke asked. “They could trace her somehow.”

“I’m detecting no known means of tracking. They might be able to do a sensor sweep, but if they were, they’d probably have already transported her out,” Chia said.

“We’ll take the chance,” Rei said, “but as soon as you have the data, we’ll dispose of the body, just in case. We already know the Federation were able to track via DNA and we don’t need to test if the rebels have acquired that tech.” 

“Consider it done.” Kilao gave a nod and motioned for his assistants to load the body on a stretcher and take it away. Rei released the bonds before turning to the others. The seasoned criminals were covered in blood and streaks of black. 

“It’s not safe here,” Rei said. “We need to move on.”

“We’ll need time for repairs.” Vu replied. “And we’ll blow what’s left so they don’t get anything else from us.”

Rei heard Chia make a pained noise from behind her as she nodded. It was the best option, despite the fact they were losing out on potential free repairs and profits. The rebels didn’t need any more tech handed to them after whatever they stole from the Federation. 

“When we do repair,” another captain said softly. “I suggest we go our separate ways. For the time being at least,” he added at their looks. “Right now, we’re in shambles and need to regroup. Laying low is our best option.”

“I hate to say it, but he’s right,” Vu’s husband agreed. “We’re in no position to offer anything or expect cooperation. We need to focus on surviving and rebuilding.”

Vu nodded, though Rei could tell she was severely unhappy about the turn of events. With their next moves agreed upon, however begrudgingly, the other captains departed with what was left of their crews. Vu and her husband hung back.

“This is the end,” Vu muttered once they were out of earshot. 

“It will take a while to recoup, but I wouldn’t say it’s the end,” Rei argued, just as quiet.

“You know these types just as well as I. They were in it as long as we had a purpose to them and now that we don’t, they’ll find something else. Like they said—they’re worried about survival. I knew it could happen, but still...”

“Well, let’s not let it end then,” Rei said. “I never withdrew the Yalitza. Even if we can’t steal ships from a Federation hangar right now, there’s things we can do that would be beneficial. Allies should always be welcome.”

“Well, we’ll welcome it,” Vu said. She offered a hand, which Rei took. 

“Now, my dear,” her husband said over her shoulder. “We should get moving. We need to see what, if any, ships haven’t been destroyed or claimed.”

“What happened to the Refuge?” Rei asked.

“In pieces,” Vu replied, “but we’ll manage. The Refuge was on her last legs anyway, so it went out in a good style. We’ll see you.”

Rei watched the couple walk away and begin to search the rubble. 

“Boss?” Foniac asked with unusual quietness.

“Yeah?” Rei turned toward her, curious at her tone. 

“You sure you want to just get rid of the body? I mean...” She cleared her throat. “I didn’t say anything since I knew you wanted it quiet, but if that was Fiara...”

“It wasn’t,” Rei answered firmly. “It might be a look-alike, but it wasn’t her. For one, she just seemed off compared to the ones we’ve encountered. For another, I doubt they’d self-destruct her.”

Foniac seemed almost as relieved as Rei was at the thought. “Come on,” Rei told the crew. “We need to decide our own plans and make sure our own ship is repaired.” She stepped around the spot where the soldier had been and led them back to the ship.
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Rei engaged the privacy locks as soon as everyone was inside her office and waited for them to sit at the table before joining them. She had just opened her mouth to speak when she noticed Yeke looking at her oddly. 

“Go ahead,” she told him.

“I can wait.”

“No, you can’t. You have that look on your face that only happens when you really want to say something. Now spill it.” 

“Just don’t shoot the messenger.” He took a deep breath and looked around the table. “I didn’t mention it in front of mixed company, but the name the soldier said, Dukiar, was where the facility was that you escaped from, Rei.”

While the others voiced their anger and shock, Rei simply sat there, unsure of how she should feel. Time and experiences had dulled the feelings associated with that particular place. “Why didn’t you mention its name before now?” she simply asked.

Yeke shrugged. “It never came up in conversation and I wasn’t sure how to bring it up.”

“Even after all these years?” Kuv asked.

“We know now,” Aede interrupted. “What we need to do now is figure out if the connection matters in the grand scheme of things.”

“We’ve seen three of these... clones,” Chia pointed out. “What’s to say they haven’t taken it over to make more? If it’s the place that made Rei, then it stands to reason it’s probably ready to make more.”

“We could see,” Kuv suggested. “It’s not like we have much else going on with the war and no leads on the next Riaten cache. Which one of these places might have more info about.”

“That’s true, and I doubt they’ll have just the bits we’ve been fed,” Rei agreed. “Plus we might finally see the size of it all. Infiltration should be no problem considering Yeke’s familiar with the general layout.”

“Why not just do it remotely?” Chia argued. “We already know rebel security isn’t what they want it to be. Considering what we just saw, I’m not a big fan of flying our nice ship where they can get their hands on it.”

“Remote access is traceable,” Aede countered, then winked at Rei. “Besides, I’m willing to bet that Rei has reasons as to why she’s going in.”

“I want to hit the facility,” Rei confirmed. “I want to make it so they won’t even be able to find a useful beaker. The last thing the galaxy needs is for them to get their army.” 

“So, now we’re freedom fighters,” Chia said with a shake of her head. “Though I agree with the change in profession.” She stood and stretched, swinging both arms in front of her as she did so. “Well, I best get back to work then. My engineers have repairs well in hand, but if we’re going to be breaking into a former top secret facility we’ll need some new tricks.”

“Just don’t blow up the ship.” Rei told her, knowing how fruitless it was to argue. “And if you’re planning on making any explosives, wait until we blow this place. Then any potential destruction will at least be helpful.”

“Practical testing; I like it.” Chia grinned before darting away. 

“The rest of our assignments?” Yeke asked. 

Rei thought it over. “Well, you and Kuv can make sure adult members of the crew continue training. That way, when the inevitable confrontation does happen, we’re ready. Aede can make sure we get supplies through the back-channel suppliers. I don’t trust normal ones right now.”

“No doubt those will be tied up for the war effort,” Kuv said. “Though the war is looking more and more over.”

“Even though it might be over soon, they’ll still have planets to occupy until they’re beaten into submission,” Yeke pointed out. “Well, we have a place to start so we’ll touch base in a couple days.” 

Rei watched the other three take their leave with Yeke’s dismissal. It reminded her of the pre-grab briefings before she was recaptured. Back then, it wasn’t all that uncommon for them to interchange who was in control of the meeting. She knew it had stopped because he wanted to reestablish her authority with the crew, but she secretly feared he was as afraid of her as the rest were. 

“Well?” she asked once it became clear he had more to say.

He looked at her for several minutes, then sighed. “We need to talk about the very real possibility that you’ll be recruited for their cause. They might have the tech, but they’ll want the whole package and I’m willing to bet they’ll promise the universe to get you to go along.”

“You mean they’ll promise me my family,” Rei said. She looked at her hands, turning them over and examining the claws as though they were fascinating. Her eyes darted upward to focus on him, the blue of her Essence deepening the blue of his own eyes. “I’m not going to fall for that old trick. The Federation destroyed any faith I had in galactic powers giving me them. Even though it looks like the rebels would be the ones to do it, I won’t let them play me like that, Yeke.”

“You can’t deny the temptation, though.” He moved around the table until he was close enough that her unhindered power flowed over him, rustling his hair like a breeze was sweeping through the room. “And I can’t blame you. You might be ready to decline their offer now, but in the moment...”

Rei scowled at him, annoyed that he was right. She could talk tough all she wanted right now, but in the heat of the moment, the temptation would be unbearable. “Well then,” she said at last, “I’ll just count on you to pull me back from the edge if it comes to it.”

“You got a deal.”

“So, we’re going back,” she said, changing the subject.

“Yeah, we are. Crazy, isn’t it?”

“To be honest, I don’t remember leaving between the drugs they pumped me with and approaching you for help.” Rei gave him a bashful smile. 

“I’m surprised you didn’t wet yourself.” Yeke grinned. “You were absolutely petrified. Not that I blame you,” he was quick to defend. “I’m surprised you even spoke to me.”

“I was terrified,” Rei admitted. “But something told me you could be trusted. And I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that going back makes me feel more than a bit uneasy.”

“Well, when we do go back, just remember you’re coming out with us.” He took her hand. “It was burning when we left it, Rei. And if the rebels did take it over, I doubt any soldiers we find will be ready for a fight.”

Rei was silent for a few moments, then gave him a gentle smile. “Thanks, Yeke. I needed that.”

“That’s what I’m here for. Well, that and terrifying people we do business with.” He grinned. 

“Captain,” Kilao interrupted from the doorway.

“Yeah?” Rei turned toward him, fighting back her embarrassment that they had forgotten to close the door.

“You should see this.” He motioned for them to follow.

Rei glanced at Yeke before dropping his hand and hurrying after the medic. He led them down to his infirmary, where many of his assistants stood around a pile of ashes. 

“What’s this?” Yeke asked. 

“It’s the body of the soldier,” Kilao said, his hands clasped tightly in front of him. “We had just started our examination when she simply disintegrated.”

Rei stepped forward and took a closer look at the remains. The ashes were mixed in with an oily substance that made them form a paste.

“Can you still get anything useful from her?” Rei asked softly.

“Maybe,” an assistant said softly. “Depends on how much the reaction changed things.”

“Do you want us to proceed?” Kilao asked. “With the reaction, not much will be left to dispose of.”

Rei’s eyes widened when she realized what he was implying, but she steeled herself. “Do it. We need to know what they are.”

“I’ll write up a report as soon as possible, Captain,” Kilao said with a nod. 

“Good.” Rei pivoted on her heel and walked away, ignoring Yeke’s worried look. Remember, this woman wasn’t your sister. She just had her face. If you can’t separate the two, then they win. 
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Rei followed Yeke down a busy village street, surprised at the sheer amount of people out when the sun was barely above the horizon. They had quietly landed under the cover of darkness, but with the amount of people out and about, Rei wasn’t sure they’d make it to the facility before they were detected. 

“Oh no,” she heard Yeke mutter. 

Concerned, she glanced over at him. His focus was on something further up the street, where several stalls sat against a backdrop of well-kept houses. She looked around, trying to locate who or what caused her second in command such distress. Aede gently touched her arm with a questioning look of her own. Rei shrugged in response, not willing to even hazard a guess. Thankfully, she didn’t need to wait long for an answer. A rather large man broke away from a crowded stall and approached them. He was an older version of Yeke, right down to the icy blue eyes. Rei’s breath caught in her throat. The last time she had seen Yeke’s father, he had been screaming at them while she tried to focus on putting one unsteady foot in front of the other. 

“Boss?” Foniac whispered. “You okay?”

She swallowed hard but nodded. 

“Yeke!” the man beamed at him. “It’s been too long.”

“Indeed,” Yeke replied, his tone oddly formal. It was like they were old acquaintances, though Rei could tell his distaste for the man in front of him was close to surfacing. 

“I’m pleased that you’ve come home.” The man shifted his weight and looked behind Yeke until his gaze fell on Rei. The eyes widened at the sight of her. She casually met his gaze. The man quickly renewed his focus on Yeke. “Though I see some old habits have yet to die.”

“I’m not here for a visit,” Yeke said. “We have some business nearby and then we’ll be gone.”

“Does that business include marching these invaders off our planet and joining the Federation in our fight?”

“What are you planning on doing?” Yeke asked. “The Federation is all but dead, the President isolated from both his troops and inner circle. Don’t piss off the new galactic order.”

“Says you.” The man let out a bitter laugh. “You let the Essence-less lead you around like a pup doing just that.” His gaze shifted back to Rei. “For all we know, if we had her where she belongs then the war would be different.”

“Don’t blame me for your side’s failures,” Rei shot back. She folded her arms across her chest. “Blame your own scientists. The rebels did it better and quicker. A bunch of Essence-less succeeded where the great and powerful Federation couldn’t.”

“You take that back! You siren, you’ve blinded those who follow you! But of course,” he glanced back at his son, “that wouldn’t happen if they weren’t so weak. Otherwise he’d
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