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To Kimberly:


For always trying to keep me grounded,


And proving that Love is the best reality check.

      

    


TERMINAL ACCESS: MORGAN, KELDUS 11A2B

SEARCH: DONATO

2 MATCHES FOUND...


6 – 214

Name:   DONATO, JARE ANDREW

Service No:  RFDOJA-0221

Branch:   T.S.A.F. FLEET 

Rank:   CAPTAIN

DOB:   05/25/2490

Transfer Type:  DISCHARGE FROM ACTIVE DUTY

Reason/Auth:  SUBJECT REQUEST.

Effective Date: 1 2/06/2523

Service Character: HONROABLE

Last Duty Post:  RISITN MOONBASE – SQUAD LEADER

Decorations:  TSAF SOLAR DEFENSE MEDAL; PURPLE HEART

Eval:   CAPTAIN DONATO’S SERVICE WAS IMPECIBLE FOR HIS FIRST SIX TOURS. 

POSSIBLE UNDIAGNOSED POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS FROM LUBIC TORTURE.

Final Notes:  ACTIONS AFTER LUBIC CAPTURE QUESTIONABLE

Auth Officer:  FRANCIS DEKLER ADMIRAL TSAF RISTIN FLEET



6 – 214

Name:   DONATO, TERIK JARE

Service No:  M6DOTJ-1138

Branch:   MAKO-6 FIELD OPS

Rank:   AGENT, 5TH LEVEL [CAPTAIN (FLEET) / MAJOR (FORCES)]

DOB:   08/04/2519

Transfer Type:  DISCHARGE FROM ACTIVE DUTY

Reason/Auth:  SUBJECT REQUEST. PSYCH RECOMMEND. DIRECTOR AUTH.

Effective Date:  03/16/2544

Service Character: HONROABLE

Last Duty Post:  NUSTOY OP – SQUADRON LEADER, AGENT IN CHARGE

Decorations:  TSAF SOLAR DEFENSE MEDAL; SHARPSHOOTER R-5

Eval: DESPITE FATHER’S CRIMES, CAPTAIN DONATO SURPASSED SENIOR OFFICERS’ EXPECTATIONS. CLOUDED JUDGEMENT IN THE FIELD NEGLIGBLE. DISCHARGE UNNECESSARY.

Final Notes:  REACTIVATION AT DIRECTORS DISCRETION

Auth Officer:  KELDUS MORGAN DIRECTOR MAKO-6
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RITES OF PASSAGE

2535

RISTI

Whenever his father had recalled his time on Risti, Terik Donato had thought his father exaggerated that accounting. As the Fropic shuttle descended and Terik caught glimpse of the surface below, he realized Jare Donato was still capable of telling the truth. The horizon was nothing but grey, rocky terrain, with sporadic settlements bursting out of the ground. Most of the civilian housing and Ristin colonies were subterranean, with only the wealthy occupying anything with a view of the surface. As the shuttle neared the ground, a domed structure opened, allowing the craft to continue down into such a colony, one of four that were predominantly human.

As Terik gathered his bag and exited the shuttle, he hit his head off of three different overheads, so when his feet hit the landing pad, he breathed fresh air. I hope to hell I never have to ride on one of those again, he thought.

“Mr. Donato?”

Terik looked up to see a portly man, about his father’s age, waving to him from across the landing pad. “Constable Fadine?”

“Welcome to Risti.” The constable led Terik to his vehicle.

“I appreciate the opportunity to learn from you, sir.”

“Anytime, Mr. Donato. Your father was one of my best students at the academy.” Fadine started the engine and they left the landing zone. “I was surprised to hear he left the service.”

“So was I.”

“Jare Donato always had his reasons, and I don’t recall a bad one.”

Within moments, they were approaching a block of tall structures that reached to the top of the colony dome. “Who lives there?” Terik asked.

“Those belong to Kaynar Industries. Most is private property, but those there specifically are the K.A.A.S.T. office buildings and the Kaynar family’s suites.”

Terik had heard of the Kaynar family. His mother said Anthony Kaynar was a ‘self-made’ man, first generation philanthropist.  His father said Kaynar wasn’t getting all of his money from water treatment and energy research. But then again this coming from the man who thought TSAF admirals were trying to incite war with the Luboo again.

“We’ll be at the station in about a minute. Now, as a deputy apprentice, your primary job will be drafting and processing permits, warrants, prisoner transfers, that sort of thing.”

“Like a clerk?”

“At first, but the greatest skill any armed man can possess, whether you’re in local law enforcement, military service or the private sector, is a trained ear. Take notice of how we converse with the suspects, the victims. Even peers.”

“Eavesdrop?”

Fadine chuckled. “I prefer to call it surveillance.”

The vehicle came to a stop next to a four story building with an adjacent structure, not much larger than a shed. They entered through a side door and Fadine led him to his work station. “Normally you would get a full desk, but we’re short on machines. I’ll let you get settled and then I’ll give you a brief tour.”

As Terik unpacked a few things, he heard a commotion in the next room.  He walked to the doorway and saw two officers dragging a young man into a cell.

“I didn’t realize you guys knew how to operate the handcuffs and the door,” the boy said. “You know, people don’t give you enough credit.”

One officer undid his cuffs while the other stood by the cell door, and then both exited the cell and locked the boy in. The boy dusted himself off. “Let’s do lunch later, huh?”

Once they left, the boy glanced over and saw Terik staring. “Do you know how to work the door, or do they just have you pass papers back and forth?”

Terik didn’t respond. He’s so relaxed about being incarcerated. 

Why?

“I’m going to start twitching if you keep staring like that.”

“Why do you want to be in there?’ Terik asked.

The boy let out a laugh so loud and deliberate no one above the age of five would have believed it. “That’s a good one.  You probably think all the girls at your school that shack up with the athletes are doing it because they love to read. Oh, and Santa Claus uses leprechauns instead of elves because they have bigger hands.”

Terik walked into the room. “You put up no resistance when they put you in there.”

“Of course not. There’d be no point!”

Terik pointed to the boy’s shirt. “Your clothes are designer, the jacket is custom. Shoes? Little to no wear. Pretty well groomed for a street felon.”

The boy’s amused demeanor vanished. “Now I’m starting to get twitchy.”

“You’re not a criminal. Just angry.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“Terik Donato. I’m the new deputy apprentice.”

The boy put his arms up on the cell bars. “Well, deputy apprentice Donato, I’m Jonus Kaynic, and everyone in this place knows I’m angry.”

“You’re angry alright, but that’s because your name isn’t really Kaynic, is it Joey?” Fadine walked in behind Terik.

Kaynic backed away from the bars. “Constable Fadine, it isn’t appropriate to lie in front of your staff, is it?”

“’Kaynic’ here is really Joseph Kaynar, Anthony Kaynar’s son and heir to almost every building we passed coming in.” Fadine lifted up a datapad. “For some reason Joey doesn’t ever seem to want any of it.”

Kaynic went silent.

Fadine looked up from the datapad. “Robbery this time? Joey, you know what this means, right?”

“Yessir,” Kaynic put his hands behind his head. “It means I’ve been arrested three times this year and you’re going to have to do what you’re going to have to do.”

Fadine set down the datapad and led Terik back out of the room. “Little ‘Kaynic’ in there was caught shoplifting in a market when he was twelve.”

“If he’s Anthony Kaynar’s son, why would he need to shoplift?” Terik asked.

“Apparently because he had run away from home. He’d been gone for four days – no one in his family noticed until we called and asked them to pick him up.”

“He’s doing it for attention?”

“His father practically owns half the planet. We’ve never been able to hold him more than a few hours.  However, because this is his third offense in a calendar year, we can’t drop charges without an evaluation.  Takes a few days to schedule that, and he knows it.”

He doesn’t want to go home.

“So this was a great first example. You’ll see plenty more, trust me. And it’ll make sense when you’re filing the forms. Okay, let’s get you acquainted with the building and where the living quarters are.”

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT, TERIK LAY awake. It wasn’t the new surroundings, nerves or a longing for home. He spent weeks at a time bunking with his dad on board his ship, and it was not a very spacious vessel. No, Terik lay awake because his curiosity had been peaked.  Why did he do it?  Why do I care? All of Terik’s friends were ‘SAF brats like he was, all of them counting the days until they were old enough to enlist, so they could be just like their parents. Terik was counting the days too, but for the opposite reason. With his dad walking away from a military career, Terik wanted to enlist so he could finish what his father couldn’t. He didn’t idolize his dad, he pitied him. Maybe that’s it. This Kaynic doesn’t want to walk those footsteps either.

Terik took the lift down to the bottom floor and greeted the officer on graveyard shift, who was enjoying a nap until Terik spoke. “Good Morning.”

“Morning! Can’t sleep, deputy?” 

“Not really. Anxious to contribute.  You think I might talk to the prisoner?”

The officer looked over his shoulder towards the cells, then back to Terik. “A bit unorthodox for a teenage mutt on his first day. May I ask why?”

“Common ground. Similar age, same generation.  He may talk more to me.”

The officer laughed. “That one has no problems talking, son.”

“But how much of it is the truth?”

The officer shrugged. “Just wake me up when you head back up.”

Terik walked back to the cells and found Kaynic lying flat, his feet resting against the wall.

“Little deputy psychic here to ask me if I pick my nose because I don’t like Algebra?” Kaynic mused.

“No. I’m here as a friend.”

Kaynic stood up. “Friend?  I’ve known you for what, ten hours?”

Terik sat down. “You dislike your father.”

“That’s engraved in a tree outside, psychic. You’re losing your touch.”

“I’m not the biggest fan of mine anymore.  I lost a lot of respect for him.”

“Look, Donato, I’m sure your daddy’s a prick or whatever, but my dad’s king asshole.”

“Why, because he’s rich and ignores you?”

“Well... yeah. But also because of all the people he’s had... screwed over to be rich. I’m all for going for what you want, but there should be a line you don’t cross. Life’s not like that, though, Donato. We live in a galaxy of assholes.”

“So that’s why you tried robbing a bank?”

Kaynic smiled “There’s no trying. I did, without anyone getting hurt.”

“Then how’d you get caught?’

“When I broadcasted how much I got away with on the vidnet.”

Okay. That’s pretty funny. “Just to piss your dad off? To join the galaxy of assholes?”

“Sometimes you have to roll the dice, Donato. Risk that the big show is worth the consequences. I want nothing to do with my dad, so I keep upping the stakes. What about your dad?”

“My dad was in the TSAF. War hero. Brought friends back from behind enemy lines. Then, he just walks away from it, like none of it happened or mattered.”

Kaynic threw his hands in the air. “So what? He dealt with three-eyed pirate assholes and gave them what they deserved. How’s that make him an asshole?”

“My whole childhood, I was in awe of him.  He was a hero.  I wanted to be a hero, too.  Then he comes home and tells me to forget all of it. Stay on Earth. Trust no one but family.”

“Hell, I’ll make it easier.  Trust no one. Period.” Kaynic laughed and clapped his hands. “This is... ha!”

“What?”

“Oh, nothing. It’s just funny that you came down here. You’re, you’re not here to help me. You want me to help you. Now who’s psychic, huh?”

I have seriously underestimated this guy. “How could you help me?”

“Let me take a stab here. You’re a smart guy. You see through people’s bullshit. But the only bullshit you find back home are poor salesmen, teenage exaggerations and hypocritical parent drivel.  You come here, see me grinning ear to ear because I’m locked up and you realize there’s more to the world than just right and wrong. Yep. I think I’m your new best friend.”

Terik paused for a moment. And as he spoke, he fought cracking a smile. “But I’ve only known you for what, ten hours? Shouldn’t I have at least notified my other friends with eviction notices?”

“Donato, that is so lame.”

“It’s the best I could...”

A bright light outside shined through the windows before Terik and Kaynic were knocked off their feet by a blast to the walls. Terik hit the ground and felt rubble cover his back. His head woozy and his equilibrium attacked, he laid still as he heard blast fire behind him. Moments later, as he collected his senses, he heard voices approaching. I’m in no shape to try anything unless Fadine and the others get down here fast. He kept his eyes shut and listened.

“Why, hello, Mr. Kaynar.”

“It’s Kaynic.”

“Sure it is. Well, tonight I need it to be Kaynar. Otherwise, your father won’t come looking for you.” The voice sounded older to Terik, fifties maybe.

“If you’re thinking ransom, let me tell you right now, he won’t pay.” Kaynic said.

“Money is not the concern.  It’s his ear I’d like. Put him in the sled.”

Terik heard footfalls and the opening of the cell door.

“You’ll never get through to him.” Kaynic said.

“You did when you got caught today, didn’t you?” The older man said as their voices trailed out of earshot. Then the sound of the engine dissipated. Terik slowly sat up.

The officer whom he had spoken to no more than ten minutes prior now lay dead on the floor, killed by a shot at point blank range. Where is everyone else? He reached for a commlink. “Constable Fadine, come in. Constable Fadine?” 

Static.

Terik ran over to the lift, but when he triggered the doors they didn’t respond. Did they cut the power to the building? He walked through the hole in the wall left by the blast and looked up at the floors above. He could see the other officers trying to break open their windows. They locked them all up. So no one would follow them. If I hadn’t come down to bullshit... Terik realized he was the only person aware of the breakout who could pursue the suspects. Terik glanced over at the constable’s vehicle. The older man said he needed to have Anthony Kaynar’s ear... and it worked for when Kaynic got caught...

Terik ran to the vehicle and got behind the driver’s seat. “Computer, where is the broadcast station?”

“Plotting route. Would you like to enable autopilot?’

Terik checked the overhead compartment and found a spare sidearm. Six rounds. “Yes, enable autopilot and over-ride speed limitations.”

The vehicle lunged forward and rocketed down the empty streets of the colony. As Terik clung to his seat, he reached over to the comm console. He switched the frequency to all security bands. “This is Deputy Apprentice Terik Donato. A prisoner was broken out of station BETA. BETA officers are unable to pursue. Please send available units to Broadcast Station Five.”

Within minutes he arrived at a rather tall building that had an emitter stationed on the roof.  As he took notice of it he saw a hover-sled landing on the roof. When the vehicle came to a stop, he leapt out and ran into the lobby.  The guard stood up.

“Whoa, whoa, there, junior. It’s almost –”

Terik flashed his paperwork. “Deputy Apprentice Terik Donato. You have an escaped prisoner and several additional suspects landing on your roof as we speak.”

“Sure, kid. Look, I was trying to sleep. I am not about to play games.” 

Terik raised his sidearm at the guard. “Neither am I. You’re right, it’s late, and I don’t have any time to instruct you on jurisdiction procedures. Why don’t you just open the lift doors and go back to sleep?”

The guard slowly reached for the release controls and flipped them. The gate opened as well as the lift doors.  With his sidearm still trained on the guard, Terik backed into the lift. “When my backup arrives please let them know how helpful you were. Thanks.”

As the lift doors closed and he began to ascend, Terik took a deep breath. 

Well, at least I made it one day as a deputy before I got fired. 

He instructed the lift to stop one floor below the top floor. He got out and looked for a stairwell. He cautiously climbed, scanning for any posted guards.

Voices echoed ahead. He neared the top of the stairwell and saw moonlight ahead and off to the left. He approached the corner and slowly picked around. He could see four figures on the other side of the sliding doors. It looked like one was directly patching into the emitter while another held Kaynic at gunpoint. The last one was unarmed, and as he spoke Terik was sure he was the older man overheard back at the station. I’ve got no cover here, and it looks like that sliding door is the only way out to the roof. I need to split them up...

Terik retracted and slowly went back down the stairs until he found a bundle of cable descending from the top floor. 

50/50 chance this works... 

Terik aimed for a fuse box and fired. As the lights flickered out, he slid back into an adjacent open office and backed into the wall. As he hit the wall, he felt a fire extinguisher in his back. 

Moments later, he heard the sliding door open and one of the men coming down the stairs. The man knelt down and inspected the blasted fuse box. “What the hell?” As he reached for a commlink, Terik lunged at him with the fire extinguisher and knocked him out. 

One down, two to go.

His odds a little better, he went back up the stairs and approached the corner. On the wall ahead, he could see a reflection. The man holding Kaynic had his eye fixed on that corner.

“Ron?”

I hope this works. Terik dived to the floor and aimed upwards at the man. He let off two shots that hit him midsection before he could get a bead on Terik. For a moment, Terik froze. I’ve never actually... He’s dead. Terik saw Kaynic staring down at him. “Run, Kaynic!”

“To where, jackass? We’re on a roof!” Kaynic said. “Besides, the old man here isn’t armed.”

Terik stood up as the old man walked into view. White hair, slicked back. His posture was upright, strong. Former military?

“I am beyond impressed, young man. I’ve seen soldiers twice your age put up half the effort, or miss the mark completely.”

“I had good role models I guess.” Terik said.

“Striking from the shadow with precision. Like a puma.” 

Terik tightened his grip on his sidearm. “Flattery isn’t going to distract me.” He could hear sirens approaching. “You’re under arrest.”

“Perhaps, but you won’t take me in.” The man said as he folded his arms.

“Why, because I’m a kid?”

“No, because the man you just killed is TSAF special Ops.”

Terik looked down at the body. “You’re lying. No commband, no insignia.”

The old man smiled. “Are you willing to take that gamble?”

“I am.” Kaynic said as he brought a broadcaster case down on top of the old man’s head. The old man fell next to his underling’s body. Kaynic dropped the case on his back then looked up at Terik. “That was pretty bad ass, Donato.”

“Thanks,” Terik lowered his sidearm. “Who the hell was that guy?”

“No clue. Kept saying how he wanted to offer my dad the opportunity and manpower to make real change. Trust me, my dad has sway over almost everybody worth knowing. There’s nothing he’d want to change.”

“So... you have to go back to jail now. Real bummer.”

“My dad’s going to outfit me with a damn bodyguard now. Such bullshit.”

“You know... I’ve been thinking, and I have a solution for you. Gives you a chance to get off the planet, give you cool stuff to do, piss off dad and maybe outfits you with a friend instead of a bodyguard.”

“No. No way.”

“Join the TSAF with me. Go after some three-eyed assholes. Make a difference?”

“I’d make a horrible officer.” Kaynic paused. “A disgrace to the name.” Kaynic smiled. “You might be on to something, Terik Donato.”

––––––––
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“CONGRATULATIONS, DEPUTY Donato.” Constable Fadine handed Terik a sidearm and badge. “The security guards of Broadcast Five sure as hell know you know how to use them.”

The station laughed and applauded Terik as he straightened his uniform.

“If you weren’t in such a rush to enter the academy, we’d have to worry about keeping our jobs, seeing how you took down three suspects with no backup in under twenty minutes!”

Terik smiled. “You should see me after I’ve had caffeine.”

“Deputy, you have a communication incoming. From Earth.”

Terik walked back to his work station and switched on the receiver.  The face of Jare Donato appeared. “Hi, Dad.”

“I figured I’d have a week before I’d hear something to give me a heart attack.”

Terik shook his head. “You’re kidding, right? You were captured by Lubic soldiers. Savages. Terrorists. And-”

“That’s different. Circumstances, Terik. We were fighting for our lives. You didn’t need to-”

“You taught me to always do the right thing. Stay in my ring and never fall.”

Jare breathed in calmly. “I did, didn’t I? Well, good. I’m proud of you. So, Terik, this man you captured? What was his name? Was he a big time criminal on Risti?”

Terik looked over at the officers quickly. All of them were looking at something on the vidnet. “Well, weird thing is, I can’t find his name on any of the paperwork,” Terik whispered. “He claimed his men were special Ops.”

Jare’s face grew concerned. “Special Ops? Breaking out a snotty teenage kid?”

“I think I overheard Constable Fadine say the name Dekler. Ever hear of him?”

Jare looked away from the screen.

“Dad?”

“Terik, promise me something, okay? If you ever see that man again, don’t listen to him. Okay? Trust me.”

He’s sounding like he did when he first came home again. “Why? Who is he?”

“Someone whose career went south. I wouldn’t put revenge past him.”

“Revenge? Dad, does this have to do with you?”

“No. I don’t know. Just watch yourself, okay? Francis Dekler is a man of one mind, one opinion. Facts are irrelevant to him.”

Terik shook his head. “Dad, all my life, you kept going on about facts, honor. Moral code. When you came home? You just... If you want me to trust you, then please, finally, tell me the truth.  Why did you turn your back on your entire career?  What happened?”

Jare closed his eyes. “Son, truth is... it’s like love, let’s say. It only exists if someone is willing and able to share it with you. You’re willing. But you’re not able. Not yet.”

Terik pounded his fist on the desk. “Bullshit!”

“It’s too complicated to say-” 

Terik switched off the receiver before Jare could finish. 

Goodbye, Dad.

IV
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THE SHARDS

2601

THE SHOGRE

The Fokot shuttle Shogre, en route to Lygrox via several course corrections, passed Geyth’s fourth moon unnoticed. Its route had diverted several times off course to avoid potential encounters, as per General Faang’s instructions to all Fokot craft. Fites may have been permitted more critical thinking abilities than the Feas, but the haphazard navigation did not illicit a second thought from the crews, nor did they ponder the value of their cargos. The Shogre was transporting eyes only data for each of Favan’s generals, encoded with DNA tags on an infodisc stored in a Prefio’s satchel.  Outside that Prefio’s room were five of his colleagues, all there to safeguard the data.  Those five, however, had an encounter with another passenger who also intended to secure the data... for himself.

The courier opened his door to request some food when a swift kick from outside his peripheral vision rendered him unconscious.  His assailant opened the satchel and removed the disc.  His mission complete, all Dett had to do was escape.

Almost to the cruiser’s fighter bay, the alarms blared, and Dett knew his work had been noticed.  He employed what stealth he could, but six Feas waited at the end of the corridor, and that force would call for a different skillset. He slapped his wrists, activating his vites, and used his left leg to bounce off the wall.  He reached for a hanging cord and hurled himself over the first two guards.  His arms stretched out behind him, and his Bovati blades struck before his feet touched the ground.  Like a graceful dancer, he moved on to drop kick another Fea and uppercut the next all in one fluid motion.

Two guards remained, uncertain if their marksmanship would do them any good.  Dett raised his arms, pointing his blades in their direction.  They stood frozen, awaiting certain death.  Dett spun his wrists and sliced off their rifle barrels, then coldcocked them as he passed into the bay.

A blow to the neck and the console operator was nothing more than dead weight.  Within minutes, Dett had bested six elite soldiers, a security detail, deactivated a magnetic field, hijacked a fighter and was almost home free.  But if the Journals of Deyroo had taught him anything, it was that there’s always an unforeseen variable, and a last second blast from the Shogre’s gun turrets struck Dett’s transportation just as it made its starjump.

I invite catastrophe if I do not disengage the drive immediately, He thought. Alas, the rendezvous will be delayed.

Dett’s brief starjump led him to the Moco system, which like the Traybemm system, marked an edge of Fokot patrolled space. The likelihood of a Fokot patrol was slim, yet an oddly designed Fokot cruiser overcame Dett’s crippled fighter the moment his engines cooled down.  The Chost warrior theorized that the cruiser hadn’t been informed of his activities onboard the Shogre, and that they wished to retrieve what must have appeared to them to be a fallen comrade.  Dett relaxed as the vessel’s tractor beam brought his ship aboard, preparing to take his ‘rescuers’ by surprise.  The face he saw in the docking bay, however, did not belong to a Fokot but a human, and both Dett and his rescuer stared at each other in amazement.  Before he could exit his fighter, however, a surge of electricity fed throughout the fighter, incapacitating Dett.

––––––––
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THE REMOKIAN TRANSPORT Gitod drifted about, giving off no sign of activity.  Running silent heightened the crew’s odds at surprising any hostiles that may arrive in pursuit of their absent comrade. Sleek, small, yet deadly, the vessel wasn’t designed for comfortable transport but its ability to withstand hostile engagements.  And like other Remokian craft, it was specifically designed to be unique and not conform to any previous models, keeping in line with the Remokian philosophy that each ship was its own kind. It also made identification and planet of origin difficult for the Fokot to decipher. 

This is an exercise in futility, Terik Donato thought as he rubbed his temples, trying to soothe himself from the building frustration. Since camping with the Chost two months back, the few errands they had ran reminded him of the days before the war, before Pluto, when his life hadn’t been tainted with bloodshed and betrayal. When his days were spent with a friend. A friend who was, and is still, one stubborn son of a bitch.

“The Gestalts won three championships, two back to back.” Jonus Kaynic spilled some of his beverage as he leaned back. “Shit. Seriously, it’s no contest.”

“If they hadn’t kept swapping out coaches, the Slingers would’ve taken at least one of those championships...” Terik looked over at the chronometer. “... and with talent straight out of...”

“Keep telling yourself that, Donato. They were easily rattled. Besides, it’s hard to take that team serious with those colors. They don’t look like they belong on the...” Terik’s attention fixed on the chronometer, Kaynic waved his hand in front of Terik’s face. “Hey! What is it?”

“Look at the time.” Terik flipped several switches on the console and began searching every frequency for Dett’s personal homing beacon.

I should’ve went with him.

Kaynic dropped his feet from the console and sat up. “I thought we were running silent.”

“Dett’s late. He’s an hour past due. There must have been a complication.”

“I think Dett can take care of himself better than we can.”

“You’re saying that because you were thinking about taking a nap.”

Kaynic nodded. “True, but you have to admit Dett can stand his ground.”

Terik rolled his eyes.  “Have you tried to learn any of what the Chost have been teaching us? ‘A true warrior knows he is fallible. He knows help isn’t a blemish.’”

“Personally, Donato, I think that Deyroo of theirs was full of himself.”

I’d have more luck convincing Favan to become a farmer. 

Terik returned to his search, which ended with a pinpoint on Dett’s location.  “He’s four systems away.  Send word to Remok.  Tell them we’re gonna head towards the beacon...” 

A second beacon displayed, very near Dett’s. That’s not Remokian... 

“Both beacons.”
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REMOK

MOM WOULD’VE LOVED this.

Atop Tol Kin, one of Remok’s many mountains, Melina Beetary stood in the center of the Chost’s arboretum. The plant life contained within represented cultures, past and present, from all over their region of space. All the arrangements were vibrant, yet each type of flower in the collection stood out from one another. Like switching from one genre of music to another. All beautiful. All different. 

Lately, Melina had found herself visiting the arboretum often, it being one of the few places the more vocal personalities seemed to avoid. Many of the Remokians Melina and the others dealt with daily were difficult, if not downright passive aggressive, but the Chost were different. They knew the value of patience, a trait Melina herself was working to improve.

“I take it you’re thankful I introduced you to this place.”

Joining her was Ritizia, one of their assigned matrons.  She and Melina had become good friends since the survivors of Untai had relocated to Remok. 

Maybe it’s because she reminds me of Johana. 

“Coming here eases me.”

“Ethan?”

Melina nodded.

“Your hope is a testament to your people.” Ritizia smiled. “Hope often is a cover for crippling fear. You try to mask your fear from your crew, but they know it’s there. Yet they follow you anyways, because despite all our failed searches, you do not give up.” She balanced a frail leaf in her hand. “Men like Phemor consider such optimism to be absurd. They do not realize that although space is vast, it is deceitful as well.”

“Phemor’s not the first man I’ve met like that, trust me. But you’re right. It’s getting harder and harder to keep up the act. Two months? If Ethan survived...”

“Pardon me, lieutenant,” Mation entered the arboretum, the mechanoid almost knocking over a hanging plant in the process.  “We have received word from the Gitod.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“It was encoded text only, no audio. ‘Dett’s beacon detected in Moco system.  In addition, similar beacon detected, possibly TSAF’s, at the same coordinates.  Will respond upon arrival.  Stay put.’”

‘Similar beacon detected, possibly TSAF’s’. Melina’s heart started racing.  

Ethan? 

“Their position at the time was four systems away,” Mation continued. “They’d more than likely have arrived in the Moco system by now.”

“Has Tekky finished refitting the Zenosite?”

“I believe his words were ‘Mation, asking me for updates every hour is an absurdity and I will no longer-’”

Melina sighed.  “First ship off-world is going after them, and Volbell and I with them.”

“Toolra Phemor may object to such an acquisition.” Ritizia added. “The deymu, however, may be able to help.”

“Are you sure?”

Ritizia smiled. “My uncle always has.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


THE MOCO SYSTEM

THE Gitod entered the system battle ready, weapons charged and defense screens active. Kaynic anticipated trouble, but a Fokot cruiser was the worst case scenario. 

Figures. 

“Well, either Dett’s got old friends we don’t know about, or he’s losing his touch.”

“Either way, we’re gonna see what this Chost tub is made of.” Terik pushed the maneuvering thrusters to their limit and began executing strafing runs.

The cruiser unleashed a volley of return-fire.  The hits the Gitod took, though, varied in their damage, with some far less than severe.

“This is weird,” Kaynic leaned in closer to his monitor. “The tact computer reads more than one signature. It’s as if eight different ships are attacking.”

“We tried that the first time we took the Zenosite into combat.”

“You think Soness prepped them all?”

“I know he has, but if this was Soness, he’d wouldn’t let up until we were crippled. No, this is someone else.”

They took another hit and a panel behind Kaynic ruptured.  “You sure it’s not Soness?”

Terik steered them away. “Strafing won’t work. It’s obvious they’ve got us out-gunned.”

“Astounding observation skills you got there.”

The Gitod was banking away from the cruiser’s stern when a blast from the Fokot vessel immobilized the scout ship. Terik pounded on the console. “Damn it!”

That was short lived. Kaynic reached over and flicked a lone switch back and forth several times. “Thinking maybe sheer will power will overcome our plight.”

The comm channel crackled. The voice was not monotone like most of the Fites Kaynic had heard. “Remokian craft, surrender now and prepare to be boarded.”

“The inflection in the voice?” Terik said. “Not Fokot.”

“Agreed, but...” Kaynic slid a knife into his boot. “Fokot or not, I’ll be prepared.”

They sat back, watching as their ship was tractored onboard and docked among various wrecks and scrapped ships. This has to be a joke. Were we really captured by junkers?

Kaynic felt the ship thud as it came to rest, and both he and Terik stood up. When Kaynic opened the hatch, on the other side he expected something like the rose colored pilots they saw on Sabpaade, or possibly some kind of hideous alien life form who would devour both of them for trespassing in its neighborhood.  What his overactive imagination didn’t consider was the voluptuous human female aiming a gun at his head. Her hair long and layered, the raven-haired bombshell motioned for them to exit. Our number may not be up. 

Perhaps charm can win the day? 

Kaynic raised his hands and smiled. “I surrender.”

Next to her stood a stocky man, whose skin tone matched most of the Sabpaadian citizens Kaynic had seen. He held out his hand.  “Your weapons. Now.”

Terik and Kaynic reluctantly withdrew their sidearms, as well as their concealed jekkers.  But not Kaynic’s knife. 

Just in case.

“Welcome aboard the Persistor. The captain is waiting to meet you,” The lady captor motioned to Kaynic specifically.  “You? Pick your tongue up off the floor and get moving.”

Kaynic smirked. “It’s kind of heavy. Mind giving me a hand?”

She raised her right eyebrow and pulled Kaynic by his coat sleeve.  

I’m in love.

They were led from the docking bay to an elevation lift. The man with their weapons went in first, followed by Kaynic and Terik. Kaynic’s crush stepped in and shut the door. As the lift ascended, Kaynic sniffed the air. “That perfume you have on is intoxicating.”  

She giggled. “It’s anti-seize grease.”

The lift’s doors opened and they stepped out onto what seemed to be the ship’s command deck.  Awaiting them was a tall male, coral colored skin and clad in faded military garb. “You’re not Chost.”

“And we’re not Deebians.”  Terik showed his hands. “Trust me.”

“I take it you’ve met a Pokturian?”

“Can’t say for sure.  There was a lot of shooting and I was sort of drunk.”

Their host extended his hand. “Captain Conro Slaader.”

“I’m Terik Donato.  This is Jonus Kaynic.”

Kaynic shook Slaader’s hand. “I’m his publicist.”

“You’re doing a good job so far I guess, since you two are the most wanted men in the Fokot Empire right now.”

“I try my best.” Kaynic nudged Terik. “We’re popular.”

“Behind you gentlemen is the lovely Tign Myto.”

Kaynic bowed, then took her hand and kissed it.  “Enchanted.”

“Revolted.” Tign said, suppressing a smile.

Terik ignored them “When we saw your ship, well, we assumed you were the Fokot, which is your intent obviously. But why’d you attack us? Who are you people?  Mercenaries?”

“If we were for hire, maybe, but no. No, that little skirmish was to keep up appearances, in case you had a real Fokot vessel in pursuit.” Slaader put his hands on his hip. “We tend to only engage when provoked. We are the Shards.  We collect what’s lost, abandoned, or just poorly guarded, and make it our own. Like this ship.”

Kaynic chuckled, scratching his goatee. “You’re marauders.”

“And proud of it, you nix.”  A younger man, a human clad in a flashy crimson vest, emerged from behind Slaader. “Personal liberties aren’t the only thing worth securing.”

“Allow me to introduce my first mate, Jervias Smek, the walking definition of avarice.”

Terik looked back and forth between Tign and Smek. “You’re human.  How’s that?” 

Smek flashed a conceited smile. “I’m a direct descendant of the McCarron party.”

Terik’s eyes widened. “I’ll be damned.”

Kaynic shrugged. Who the fuck were the McCarrons? “Can I get clued in?”

Terik shook his head.  “You’re an embarrassment, you know that? York City? Crash Bay? The end to border shielding three hundred years ago?”

Kaynic furrowed his brow. “Well, I guess I was too young to remember then?” 

“Smartass. Before the first Martian settlement, when we started to plan for galactic exploration, a group of twenty volunteered to set out on the first deep space transport to colonize habitable planets beyond the solar system.  The thing is, no one ever heard from them again.”

“I figured it was because those pre-Risti starengines used kilopower.” Kaynic jabbed Terik in the shoulder. “Broke down halfway there, huh?”

“Amusing. No, it was because the mission wasn’t as easy as they thought it would be, that’s why.” Smek said.  “Family lore was that it got real ugly on board after a while.  Let’s just say I’m from a bloodline of survivors.”

“We all are.” Slaader added.  “Every member of this crew has survived something, the very least Smek’s colorful family history. That little guy over at the operations console is Nohgeeoni, our engineer.”

The four-armed creature with beige fur was similar to one of the other prisoners on the slave transport that took Kaynic and Terik to Lygrox. Nohgeeoni tossed a worktorch from one hand to another and waved, while still manning the console.

“He’s a Zypian. His people were one of the first to be enslaved by the Fokot. And the man with your weapons is Oderic.” Slaader cleared his throat. “Now, other than our man Bempt downstairs, there’s just two more in my crew, and somehow, they knew you may be coming.”

The doors on the opposite end of the command deck opened, revealing Dett.

And Ethan Beetary. 

“Terik!” 

Kaynic noticed a skip in Ethan’s step. He’s going to hug him, isn’t he?

When he got closer, Ethan restrained himself.  “It’s so good to see you guys.”

Terik slapped Ethan on the shoulder. “Your sister has been driving us crazy worrying about you, kid.”

“We were smuggling several Smollian refugees through the area when we found him,” Slaader explained. “If we hadn’t picked him up when we did, he wouldn’t have made it far. Fokot patrols have doubled as of late.”

Dett joined them and stood next to Kaynic.

Kaynic leaned over to him. “Get lost?”

“Engine failure.”

“Suuure.”

Smiling, Terik turned to Slaader and shook his hand again.  “Captain Slaader, we appreciate all the help. Aid has been in short supply, believe me. How do we even things up?”

“Even things up? Oh, that’s easy.  You’ll all be assigned duty stations.”

Kaynic noticed Ethan’s demeanor had become glum. Wait...

Is Ethan crew or prisoner?

Terik arched an eyebrow. “Pardon me?”

“Once you’re onboard the Persistor, you stay onboard.”

If it was just me and Tign, why not? But considering the other assholes... Kaynic judged the distance between himself and Oderic. Do I go for the knife now?

Terik saw Kaynic start to tense and shook his head, pointing to the door. “Captain, would it be possible to discuss this in private?”

“Surely. Miss Myto, would you please show Mr. Kaynic around?”

First date jitters. Kaynic straightened his shirt. I wonder if she likes hockey.
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TERIK SAT DOWN AS SLAADER poured him a drink, a gray colored liquor that tasted like whiskey. “Not bad. So, how long have you been...in business?”

“Three years on our own,” Slaader poured himself a drink as well. “Before that, most of us were part of a militia, the last real threat to the Fokot.”

“I take it didn’t last.”

“Sadly, no,” Slaader sat opposite of Terik. “Failures of the chain of command. Smek, Nohgeeoni and I were just corporals in our cell, but we knew forces were being stretched too thin. When leadership calls it quits, it’s felt through the ranks. Then it’s every person for themselves. ”

“Favan slave’em all afterwards?”

“Most, not all. Many we knew decided to go into hiding, bide their time.”

Terik took another sip. “How is it you’ve been able to avoid the Fokot for so long?”

“Other than skill, firepower and blind luck?  I’d say because this ship’s full of surprises.”

“Speaking of which, how’d you acquire it? It doesn’t look like the ships we’ve been on.”

“It’s an older model, but not old enough to attract attention from Fokot patrols. I’m not exactly the original captain, either.” Slaader finished his drink and set his glass down. “Why don’t we skip the pleasantries and get right to it.  What do you really want to ask me?”

Terik also finished his drink.  “I’ve got a proposition for you.”

“I’m listening.”

Terik stood up. “You mentioned knowing we’re on Favan’s hit list. I’d gather you know why.”

“Everyone in the cluster knows. We got friends on Sabpaade. Word gets around when humans show up. Humans always cause problems.”

“Can’t deny that. And that’s why we’re still here, to cause problems for Favan. He and I have some history, and although he’d love another chance to snuff me out, Favan’s confident we’re no threat to him. But, having dealt with our race before, he knows we’re persistent.”

“I’m aware of it, too.  Working with Smek has taught me that.”

“He knows we’re going to go after him eventually.”

Slaader folded his arms. “I still don’t see how this helps me.”

Terik began to pace. “If we’re drawing all the attention...”

“The rest of us fall off the map for a bit.”

“Exactly, and if we’re on the same page, we can help each other get what we want.”

Slaader reached across his desk to pour himself another drink. “Such as?”

“Opportunities. If we learn something that can be used against Favan...” Terik passed his glass to Slaader for a refill. “An example would be that for a few weeks now, we’ve been intercepting Fokot communiqués-”

“I know, I’ve seen what the Chost stole.” Slaader handed Terik his drink. “There’s a chance that data is bogus.”

“True, but they put up one hell of a fight.  Look, if it’s accurate, you could sell copies of it to your friends on Sabpaade, or any other rogue militia you know of. If it is bogus, you could sell it to competitors instead.”

“You’re right, I could, but what’s stopping me from doing that right now?”

Terik smiled. “Because why stop at one, when we’re going to get more?”

“You’re suggesting a subscription, huh?” Slaader nodded. “What do you want for it?”

“Exemptions. Permission for Kaynic, Ethan, Dett, and I to disembark.”

“All four of you? Ship this large, I’m already understaffed.” Slaader stared at the contents of his glass. “Look, I sympathize, and I’ll be honest, Ethan’s already told us a bit about you and your circumstances. The fact any of you are still breathing is a testament. But I have to look out for my crew, just as you have to look after yours.” Slaader finished his drink. “How about we talk more at dinner?”
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“THIS IS BEMPT, OUR cook.”

Before Kaynic stood a towering bulk of a creature, whose plum skin was covered in scars and whose silver beard hid a toothy smile. Now this guy’s more like what I expected earlier. 

“I bet you all eat well,” Kaynic leaned towards Tign.  “A lot of red meat?”

“Some, although Bempt himself does not eat flesh.”

“Peaceful guy, huh?” Kaynic offered Bempt his hand.

“Hell, no,” Tign said. “He thrives on violence. His blood’s got some Poktern in it. He just doesn’t eat what he kills.”

When Bempt didn’t shake his hand, Kaynic just shrugged. “Why not?  Religious beliefs?”

“No, he’s found better uses for skin and bones.”

Kaynic eyed Bempt’s belt: bone knives with hair-padded handles swinging about as he moved. “It’s important to have a hobby.”

“Let’s go.”  Tign suggested. “Or we’ll never get dinner.”

“Nice talking to you, Bempt.”

Bempt made no expression as they left.

Tign led them down another deck. Kaynic enjoyed every moment of the stroll, specifically every step his curvy guide took. “We’re wandering a ways away from your friends, aren’t we? Should I be worried?”

“Maybe.” Tign stopped at the end of the corridor.

When the door slid open and the black chamber came to life, the lights revealed a hulk of machinery centered in the chamber.  “What the hell is that?” 

“An old Pokturian cloaking generator.  Last of its kind, before the technology was outlawed and the Pokturi destroyed them all.”

“We knew a guy, claimed Favan steers clear of the Pokturi because of some weapon. And if it’s an invisible weapon, guess I can’t blame him. This one still work?”

“No. Nohgeeoni’s been tinkering around with it for a while, but he’s stumped.”

Kaynic looked back at Tign. “Impressive.”

“It’s a heap of junk.”

“Wasn’t talking about this thing.”

Tign, slightly amused, leaned up against the generator.  “You come on fast, don’t you?”

“I have an issue with patience - I don’t have any.” Kaynic moved in closer “I see something of value, I go for it."

“Well, I’ve always heard the longer you wait, the more worth-while it is.”  She leaned in close to kiss him.

“Better yet.”

Tign’s lips were but a few centimeters from his.  “I keep my eyes open, waiting for the right moment to strike...” She pulled his jacket up over his head and giggled.

Kaynic peeked out from under the jacket.  “Very cute.”

“I was going for saucy, actually.”

A loud crackle filled the area. “If you two are done fraternizing, now would be the time to eat.”  Smek shouted into the chamber.

Kaynic looked up to see a camera pointed at him. “Does that guy ever loosen up?”

“Nope.” Tign said as they walked back out into the corridor.

“What a nix.”

“Tell me about it. I swear he’s constantly looking at my ass.”

Kaynic shook his head as he watched her lead. “The nerve!”
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THE SHARDS AND THEIR guests, seated around a round, wooden table in the galley, dined on several different dishes Bempt had prepared. From what Terik could gather, everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. Everyone except Dett.

Slaader looked over at Dett’s full plate. “Not hungry?’

Dett didn’t flinch.

“Is he always like this?”

“He’s shy.”  Kaynic said as he scooped up what appeared to be meatballs.

Bempt spoke something to Nohgeeoni, which caused the Zypian to suppress a laugh. The small engineer decided to translate.  “He says he hopes you are enjoying the dish he prepared for you, Mr. Kaynic.”

“It’s superb.” Kaynic said with a mouthful. 

“That’s good, because he says if you don’t enjoy it now, you sure will later tonight.”  Kaynic stopped chewing and gave his plate a stare.

Nohgeeoni and Bempt began laughing.

“If your stomach is as strong as young Ethan’s, you’ll be fine.” Slaader smiled as he took another bite. “So, now that Tign has given you a decent tour, what do you think of our ship, Mr. Kaynic?”

“It’s ...impressive.”  He said, winking at Tign.  “The whole operation.  Kind of place I could get used to.”

“Really?  What about your affiliation with your peers?”

“My peers? Donato, you mean? Oh, he’d be elated if I ditched him.”

You would think that, wouldn’t you, Kaynic? Terik looked across the table at Kaynic. “Kaynic’s never really been one for affiliation or authority.”

Kaynic looked across the table as well. “Well, that’s because I’ve yet to find anything worth affiliating with, or anyone who’s got authority to respect.”

He’s auditioning for Slaader. Terik thought. Has to sell the image. “Respect’s earned.”

Slaader seemed intrigued.  “True words. The Shards earn their way a hundred percent. There could be a place for you, Mr. Kaynic.  Tell me a little about yourself.”

This’ll be good. Terik thought.

“Well,” Kaynic reached for his drink. “When I was young, my father had his own little ‘operation’ going for himself, but he had some management problems. I was going to help him out...” Kaynic glanced over at Terik. “...but I got drafted.  Met Terik there in the service, and we made some noise, took the fight to some real assholes. But that started to get stale, and then I fell in with the wrong crowd, so to speak.”

Terik started choking.  He coughed a few times before settling down.  “I’m fine.”

Kaynic set down his fork. “What else? I’ve got a good work ethic, know forty two ways to kill a man, I’m single, love puppy dogs and have eyes like one.” He said as he turned to Tign.

“Forty two ways?” Slaader asked.  “I take it some of those ways are with your sidearm?”

“A few.”

“What about you, Mr. Donato? Care to speak towards your proficiency?”

“I do all right.”

I’ll give Kaynic the limelight. 

“We converted one of the cargo bays into a makeshift shooting range.  We prop up a couple of empty Fokot armors against the far back wall and have at it. Keeps us sharp.”

“But I doubt you can hit them with my precision,” Smek said as he finished his meal. “No one has yet.”

“Is that a bet, junior? I guarantee I could hit them faster than-”

Kaynic’s bravado was cut short by the sound of shots impacting the defense screens, the rocking of the deck beneath their feet and a purple light flashing.

“Get to your stations, people.”  Slaader demanded as his crew bolted from the table.

Time to see what they can do. Terik stood as well. “Let’s see some of that work ethic of yours, Jonus.”

“You’re just jealous,” Kaynic followed Terik, who was following Nohgeeoni.  “Hey, why are your alert lights purple?”

“Tign,” The Zypian engineer said as the lift doors opened. “Tign loves purple.”

As everyone reached the command deck, Smek was the first to his station. “Fokot cruiser closing in.  Must’ve been your friend’s fighter.”

Maybe if they’d have let us leave, this could have been avoided...

No. Terik thought. We brought this on them.

Kaynic followed Nohgeeoni over to his console. “I guess a simple apology would be moot by now, huh?”

“Oderic, increase speed, make them chase our fumes.” Slaader ordered. “Tign, aft blasters. All of them.”

Terik watched Tign’s readout as twenty small canons blanketed their pursuer in laser fire.

“Any damage?”  Slaader asked.

“Hardly.” Tign said.

The Fokot cruiser returned fire with a volley, theirs more effective than the Shards’.

They’re outmatched. Terik and Kaynic both stopped hovering over the crew and stood on either side of Slaader.  “Truth. When was the last time you engaged a cruiser?” Terik asked.

“Few months,” Slaader brushed his stubble. “Normally we can hold our own, but I’d rather not. Good weapon salvage is scarce these days.”

Kaynic’s not the only one auditioning.

“They’re getting closer,” Smek said. “I say we try the Zelpha cannon!”

“No, it’s not ready,” Nohgeeoni spun his chair about. “It would drain the –”

“Do it!” Slaader ordered.

Tign toggled to a different monitor and took aim. A blast from a concealed armament on the port side struck the cruiser.  “I think that stung’em.”

“That’s the only shot you’ll get.” Nohgeeoni reported. “Power levels at fourteen percent.”

“Then fire whatever’s left!”  Smek ordered.

A waste of power. Watching Slaader’s reactions, Terik was sure that the captain agreed.

As the ship fired all its weapons, so did their opponent, the view lighting the command deck in sharp displays of amethyst for a minute until both vessels ceased.

“Power levels at three percent.”

All present in the Persistor’s bridge were frozen in anticipation, not sure what to expect. Then a single projectile left the Fokot vessel on a collision course for the Persistor.

Slaader snapped his fingers. “Shoot it down, Tign!”

“We’ve only got enough for one shot and I’m not sure if I can-”

“I’ve got it.” Terik lunged for the weapons console. He aimed as quickly and as accurately as he could in two seconds, and fired. The blast detonated the torpedo, exploding fifty feet away from the hull. Rather not cut it that close again.

“Whoo!” Smek shouted, pointing to Terik. “Almost as good as myself. Tign, return fire!”

“I can’t, Smek.  We’ve got no power.”

Out the viewport, Terik noticed the Fokot releasing their fighters. “Do you have any-”

“Nothing that’ll hold up against a squadron.” Slaader stood behind Nohgeeoni. “Can we reroute power to engines? Do we have anything left?”

All four of the Zypian’s hands frantically worked the keys. “The sink in the galley if we’re lucky.”

“Well, if Smek hadn’t pushed to use the Zelpha-”

“I don’t hear anyone else coming up with an idea, Tign.”

Terik caught the look on Kaynic’s face and followed it as Kaynic looked at the approaching fighters, then Dett before addressing Slaader. “Do we have access to the docking bay?”

“Not from up here.”  Ethan answered.

“Ok. Still, I think I can buy Nohgeeoni some time to get power back.” Kaynic shook his finger at Terik. “Stellbat Four.”

That might just work.

“That was you guys?” Ethan asked.

Slaader looked at each of his crew, all of whom were just as confused as he was. “What is Stellbat Four? Is that a strategy of some sort?”

“Coming from Kaynic it is,” Terik smiled. “and it’s worth a shot.”

“Okay...how’s it work?”

Kaynic jerked his thumb at the approaching fighters. “We give ‘em what they want.”

As the fighter squadron came bearing down on the Persistor, Terik scanned the area. “I need to open a comm channel.”

Nohgeeoni waved him over and motioned to a speaker.

Terik pressed the transmit control. “Fokot vessel, we are prepared to hand over that which was stolen if you stand down.”

The fighters flew by, not firing a single shot. A reply broadcasted instead. “Lord Favan wants the return of the stolen craft and parcel, along with the Chost who stole them.”

Terik looked up at Dett, who nodded. “Agreed.”

Moving fast, Terik and Dett followed Kaynic, who asked Nohgeeoni to help with the job.

It took twelve minutes for Kaynic’s plan to kick off, but once it had, the crew of the Persistor could only sit back and watch as a Fokot tracking beam brought the hijacked fighter on board the cruiser. Here goes. Terik hit transmit. “You have them. Now we part ways as agreed.”

“Since Lord Favan was not present to witness our agreement, I must consider it illegitimate.”

“Funny. I could say the same about the parcel.”

The bridge was showered in white light as an explosion ripped through the Fokot cruiser’s dorsal section.

Terik looked up at Dett. “Not bad, huh?”

“Despite the explosives Nohgeeoni was able to contribute, I doubt it will incapacitate them for long. They’ll fire any second.”

“Not if we fire first, right Nohgeeoni?”

The engineer was silent
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