
HOPE’S SUNSET

T.L. ROLSTON

Copyright 2017, 2021, 2023

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, and characters are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any print or electronic form without the author’s permission.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

WORKS BY T.L. ROLSTON

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

WORKS BY T.L. ROLSTON


[image: ]


STORM WARDEN


-  Legacy’s Price

-  Duchess of Teorainn (Releasing May 2024)



FEDERATION WAR


-  Rogue Element

-  Hope’s Sunset 

-  Fractured 









	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ONE

[image: ]


She had infiltrated some the highest security Federation installations and stolen from them while they were none the wiser and still hadn’t been as terrified as she was now. Rei Phoenix gripped the arms of her chair tight, spinning back and forth as she stared at the blank holoscreen in front of her. It had been over a week since their adventure beneath the ancient city on Ieteata, and they still had yet to uncover any answers about the strange... side effects she had suffered from activating the cache. As a last ditch effort, she decided to reach out to the man who had started this whole thing, Gen. Now she just hoped that he would actually give her answers.

“Anything yet?” Yeke’s voice made her almost tumble out of her chair.

Rei’s eyes narrowed as she watched her second in command stride through the door. “Not yet,” she replied, “but it should be soon.”

“That’s what you said yesterday.” He reached for the pitcher of water she kept on the conference table only to recoil at her look. The pitcher, coated in the blue of Rei’s Essence, floated toward her and came to rest on the desk.

A window popped up on the screen. “Speak of the devil,” she muttered, then waited for Yeke to move into a better position to hear. “Yes?”

“You called me,” Gen greeted. “Have you done it yet?” 

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Yeke tensing at his tone and wished involving him in this meeting wasn’t a condition for repairing their frayed relationship. “Yeah,” she admitted at last. “We’ve secured one and are on our way to the second, but there’ve been complications.”

“Like what?”

“Your intel failed to mention a safeguard on the cache that attacks anyone who gets close. It was sheer luck that we managed to get through it with this one in piece.”

“I did warn you that getting them would not be easy and would require particular talents.”

“That didn’t mean we’d encounter something like this. Hacking through security systems, bypassing some ancient traps, sure. But this almost killed us, Gen. Another round like that and I’ll have to find more crew to get it done and you’ll have to worry about your colleagues finding them.”

Gen frowned. While Rei knew he believed her people were expendable, he didn’t want to risk the others getting their hands on the caches. “Well, if that’s how you feel, do you think you can you finish the job?” he asked quietly. “I’ve had reports that they have possibly located the next pair, but I’m still getting the locations.”

“It depends on what other surprises they have for us,” Rei replied truthfully. “But any info you have will make our chances of succeeding better.”

He steepled his fingers with his chin resting atop the peak. “I suppose it is possible the cache had some sort of additional safeguard, but none of our researchers have mentioned it. I’ll poke around, but I’d say use caution and hopefully the one you encountered was a fluke.”

“Let’s hope you’re right.”

“Anything else?”

Rei shook her head, not trusting her voice to betray her emotions. The screen went dark and she leaned back with a sigh. “Well, that was pointless. Then again, I’m not sure I ever expected him to give me what I wanted unless I demanded it point blank.”

“You certainly weren’t exaggerating when you said he wasn’t the most helpful being in the universe. I don’t even trust what info he gave you.”

“No, he’s hiding something,” Rei agreed. “We’d be idiots to believe he doesn’t know more then he’s letting on.”

“Which means we’re in a bad spot, huh?” Yeke sat down with a frustrated sigh. “So much about this job doesn’t make any sense.”

“Which part?” Rei asked.

“Why delete these things at all? Wouldn’t someone working for the Federation want to use the information on them? I understand that he doesn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands, but something tells me he has ways to stop that from happening if he wanted to. And don’t get me started on the fact that I don’t think he grasped what happened to you when you activated the damn thing.”

“I did leave a lot out on purpose,” Rei reminded him.

“I know. I know. But can we take the risk that each of these things will knock us out and screw with our Essence?”

“Our Essence?” Rei asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Do you honestly believe that we’ll let you do this anymore? It took you out for a week! What if it’s worse next time?”

“Yeke, we’ve talked about this. I know what it feels like and am more than capable of taking on the risk. Besides, can we honestly risk the alternative? The Federation is powerful enough without a better way to create an army of people like me.”

“I know. I know. I don’t have to like it though.”

“I’ll give you that,” Rei agreed. “I don’t like the idea of having to be a conduit either.”

He brightened. “Say, we have time to kill now—what about I see who I can gather for some training and we’ll blow off some steam? Maybe we can get enough for at least two on two.”

Rei hedged. Her powers were showing no signs of lessening which had resulted in many interesting... incidents. “As long as you promise those you get will be able to handle it.”

“Why wouldn’t anyone on this ship not be able to handle it?”

“Yeke,” Rei managed through gritted teeth.

He took her hand. “Rei, you’ve never went all out when we played before, why is it any different now?” He stood with a groan. “Meet me in the gym in like, an hour? That should be plenty of time for me to scrape a group together.”

As the door shut behind him, she couldn’t help the feeling of dread rising in her stomach. Swallowing hard, she sat back down, intent on burying herself in doing something useful until then.

~*~
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Rei walked onto the gym at the appointed time, though she stopped just short of joining the group. Yeke was already present and deep in conversation with Kuv, the ship’s head of security while they gathered the supplies they needed from a closet. Nearby, Foniac, their pilot, stood with Fiara, their newest recruit. At their feet knelt Chia, the head engineer, as she toyed with a variety of devices that spread across the ground in pieces. 

“They want her to be a weapon with no mind, but that type of weapon she is not.” A soft voice jolted her out of her observations. Rei whirled around to see Grandma leaning against a wall, her eyes glowing a vivid white as she traversed the various possibilities fate had to offer. A slight smile tugged on the edges of older woman’s lips. 

“Who are you talking about, Grandma?”

“She is the key—you are the key.”

“You’ve said this before, but it doesn’t mean I understand it any better. What weapon, Grandma?”

The glow intensified. “She does not desire to fight. She desires only to fly, to discover the answers. But will the answers come?” The old woman paused, as if expecting an answer.

“You’re speaking in riddles.”

Grandma pushed off the wall and started to walk away. Near the door she looked at Rei over her shoulder. “Trust and accept the gifts.” With that she disappeared.

Rei stared at the empty space she used to occupy for several minutes. She shook her head in an attempt to clear it as she turned back to the field to find Aede standing right behind her. Rei jumped and took a step back.

“She’s right,” Aede said quietly. “You do need to accept and trust the gift.”

“What gift?” Rei’s eyes narrowed. “When did you get the ability to see in to the future?”

“I don’t advertise it since I have only a fraction of her ability. The blessing of being of dual heritage means while I have direct power with Essence the other side is weakened. I can see enough to tell me that she’s right, not that we ever really needed more proof of that.”

“Yeah,” Rei said quietly. “I just wish it was clearer and gave me an idea of where to expect it. Right now, all that comes to mind is what happened in the city.”

“Maybe we’re just overlooking something obvious about it; after all, it’s relatively new and we’re still processing it all.”

“It might be new, but we know at least partly what happened. While others might enjoy their Essence growing in strength, I don’t and the sooner it is back to normal, the better.”

“What if that’s not what she meant?”

“Well... then we’ll find out what she did mean.” Rei offered a smile. “Come on.”

They made their way across the field and let the conversation die for now. Aede broke away to be pulled into conversation with Foniac and Fiara. Rei watched her laugh at something Foniac had said and wondered briefly how much of a burden that power was and how many people knew that Aede had it. 

“There you are!” Yeke called to her. “I was wondering if you were going to skip out.”

“Of course not,” she replied as she wandered over. “Where would I hide on this ship that Foniac or Chia couldn’t get into?” Rei paused and looked around. “So, how are we doing?”

“I’m taking Kuv and Foniac, since you know how inseparable those two are.” Rei bit back a laugh at Kuv’s annoyed expression, but noticed he didn’t protest Yeke’s reasoning. “You have Aede and Chia,” Yeke continued. “We don’t have enough to field a whole team, but I think we can have a good time with what we have.”

“Wait, why am I on a team? Some of us need to be checking their equipment,” Chia protested with her hands on her hips. 

“The equipment can be left to its own devices,” Kuv told her. “Simply program it to do what’s needed.”

Chia muttered something in Ornian as she stalked back to her devices. 

“What is she doing anyway?” Rei asked Yeke.

“Measuring you, of course,” he replied as though it should be obvious. “When I asked her to join us, she went on about having the chance to see your levels in action.”

“I didn’t realize I’d be expected to do a song and dance when you asked me to do this.”

“If it makes you feel better—”

“It doesn’t,” Rei interrupted.

“All you have to do is play the game.”

“I can’t say I didn’t see it coming at some point,” Rei sighed. “But if she starts ordering me around, I’ll not be held accountable for my actions.”

“I’ll keep her busy enough she won’t have time to be bossy,” Yeke vowed. 

Rei shook her head and trotted off toward her team’s net. She stretched, observing the others as they took their positions. Kuv stood in front of the opposite goal taking the opportunity to talk strategy one last time with Foniac while Aede looked on with a careful eye from where she started as Advancer for Rei’s team. Chia slid to a stop in front of where Rei waited. 

“Go all out,” Chia ordered.

“Do you have a death wish?” 

“No,” she waved her arms at her equipment. “But all this will be useless unless you do it.” With that, she moved into a better location to block Yeke’s attempts to score.

Rei watched the man in question look around the field before the three balls rose in the air. Two shot in toward the goals at the opposite ends of their field, while the third disappeared into the shadows near the ceiling. She used what she knew would be her brief break in the action to bring her Essence levels to where Chia desired, or at least as close as she felt she should be. A pillar of flame obscured Yeke from her sight only to be extinguished seconds later as a wave of water spread across the floor. Toward the opposite goal, she watched Aede and Foniac both get back to their feet as a ball sailed toward her side. 

And she wanted me to go all out, Rei shook her head and readied herself. This always happens when someone gets a bright idea like this, we try and kill each other.

Yeke snatched up the second ball, flinging it with all his might toward Chia. The engineer was thrown to the ground as a miniature vortex sprang up. The ball she had flew in the other direction. Fiara dove out of the way as it bounced off the wall. Rei seized Yeke’s ball as it flew toward her with her Essence. It stopped midflight before shooting towards Chia as the other woman got back to her feet. Rei caught Yeke moving to intercept out of the corner of her eye and concentrated, forcing it to go up as he dove at it. Yeke skidded across the floor as Chia lobbed the ball toward Aede. 

Yeke pushed up on his elbows, his skin marred with red from the contact with the floor. His blue eyes narrowed in a glare at Rei, but he rushed off to stop Chia from moving both balls out of his reach. Lightning bolts raced around the two of them as each attempted to break their stalemate. Rei’s attention wavered as a ball popped free of the other side, soaring directly at her. Her eyes glanced over to see where Yeke was as she gained control of it away from the net. He managed to wrestle the ball away from Chia and was moving to make the shot. Rei released the ball and pivoted on her heel, but Yeke’s ball was already on its way to the net. Rei kicked off the ground, leaping through the air toward it. Her Essence pushed her on. 

Suddenly, the ball was in front of her. She landed on one foot before hurtling it toward Yeke as he moved to stop Chia. The ball blazed blue. It flew as though in slow motion. The Essence pulsed several times, expanding as it did so until it exploded outward.

Rei blinked and looked around. She could hear panicked shouts and footsteps as they raised toward her. As her vision cleared Aede’s face appeared above her.

“What was that?” Aede demanded.

Rei eased up so she could rest on her elbows and looked out over the field. Fiara and Foniac were helping Chia and Yeke up while Kuv stood examining the ball. It hovered, frozen in midair, the decking beneath it indented from the force of what happened. Rei let her head fall, her hair covering her face as she sighed, “Me going all out.”

She got to her feet with a groan, ignoring Aede’s outstretched hand to help her. The game was long forgotten as Chia raced over to her instruments, some of which were strewn across the ground now. Yeke joined Kuv at the ball while Aede fetched Chia’s wayward equipment across the room. 

“So... that was interesting,” Yeke told her as she joined them.

“Enough,” Rei ordered, though she could barely muster much of a threat behind it. She folded her arms across her chest. “Now how do we fix this?”

“Perhaps it’ll just come down on its own,” Kuv suggested. “I’ve tried to pull it down, but have had no luck. Do you know how you did it?”

“No, why?”

“Because it might be a good tool to use when we board ships. Knock out all the guards and such with one blast if possible and get what we came for.”

Rei’s eyes fell to the ground and the damaged floor. “And probably blow a hole in the hull in the process,” she pointed out. “I’d rather not take my chances with it.”

Fiara wandered over with a tray of water and offered them each a glass. Rei raised an eyebrow, but took the drink. “Thanks, but I hope you don’t feel obligated to serve us.”

“I don’t mind. Besides, you’re a bit preoccupied.” Fiara blinked at the hovering ball. “This looks cool, but will it stay that way forever?”

“We don’t know,” Kuv replied honestly.

“Damn it,” Chia rejoined them and glared at the ball. “Part of the equipment was ruined. I can tell you that your Essence levels are closer to your typical ranges, but they still are elevated. I need time to determine how much.”

“I thought she said those instruments would leave her no doubt,” Rei heard Foniac whisper behind her.

“You’re not the bomb that you think you are, that much I’m certain of. Things are just easier for you to do now and everything that we’ve witnessed since you woke up support it,” Chia concluded. “Overall, I’d declare you harmless.”

Despite the beaming faces around her, Rei’s gut twisted and she swallowed hard. The ball plummeted to the ground, bouncing a few times before it rolled away. “Sure, Chia. Whatever you say.”
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Leaving the others behind, Rei led Fiara through the crowded corridors toward the non-essential residential areas. They walked in silence. Rei gave the occasional nod in greeting as various crewmembers passed but otherwise she amused herself with watching Fiara look at everything but her. Despite having clearance to leave the infirmary for a few weeks now, it was very clear that she hadn’t taken the opportunity to do so. As Fiara gave a new group of crew members a wide berth, her hand found the crude pendant that hung around her neck on rough leather strap and clung to it as though it was a lifeline. A group of children raced past, various electronics and bags clenched in their fists. Fiara inched steadily closer to Rei until they were right next to one another. Her cheeks turned as red as Rei’s hair as she looked down at the older woman. Then, she quickly backed away with a wince, holding herself to be able to protect areas such as her face and other vital organs. Rei frowned; the past weeks definitely had put the woman more at ease, but she knew that it would take more time to feel peace and safety.

“I don’t know what level of tech or people you’re used to dealing with, but I imagine this is all very new to you still,” she offered quietly with a kind smile. 

Fiara gradually straightened up. “Sometimes. Other times if feels like a dream.” She returned the gesture, though her hand kept a white-knuckle grip on the pendant. “It’s more adjusting to how everyone treats me,” she admitted. 

“Well, I hope no one has given you trouble.”

“No! No! Everyone’s been kind, but I’m just not used to being so... seen,” Fiara admitted.

Rei nodded. “Good. Usually, we’re a welcoming bunch and I don’t worry about it, but we’re also humanoids so sometimes that’s not the case.” 

She stopped them in front of a bare metal door. “I hope you’re ready for another adjustment.”

It slid open and she gestured for Fiara to enter first. The lights sprang to life, revealing a spacious room with a clean bed and neutral coverings sitting near the center. Several chairs and couches sat nearby covered with sheets waiting for use while a desk sat against another wall near the window with a small holo-projection computer upon it. 

“A gift from Aede,” Rei explained as Fiara wandered over to examine it closely. “One of her newer models. Any one of us can help you get used to it if you run into trouble, but she’ll be the best to ask. And don’t worry. Nothing in here needs Essence to tap into it.” 

Fiara left the electronics behind and lifted the sheet from a couch. “All of this... is mine?”

“Yes, after all, you’re a member of this crew now,” Rei rummaged in a pocket and tossed an earpiece to her. “And you’ll also need this.” 

Fiara caught it with tears glistening in her eyes. She fell back on the bed as her shoulders started to shake. The earpiece was cradled in her palms like a babe. Rei kept her distance and hovered near the door.

“Thank you,” Fiara said quietly at last. “This means—”

“I know,” Rei replied, and then cleared her throat. “I’ll leave you to get settled in. If anything is missing, general crew storage on deck ten should have it. If it’s not there, let someone know. We might not be able to get anything overly personal since we are in space, but we should be able to find something that you’ll like.”

Rei spun on her heel and was at the door when she felt a hand stop her. She looked back at Fiara. “Thank you, Captain,” she said, “I promise I’ll earn this—somehow.”

“You don’t need to earn anything here. Just find your place and I promise that you’ll have plenty of time to do it.” She gave her one last smile and left.

~*~
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Rei found herself in the cargo bay after leaving Fiara’s room to take an inventory of what they gained after the adventure in the ancient city. She had been told amounts, but it was another thing to see it with her own eyes. Sparks flew from a small alcove where Chia’s core team of engineers worked to build a series of niches. The head engineer herself was overseeing the chaos with frantically waving hands. Nearby, several more engineers stood taking measurements and generally fussing with the automatons that Chia had succeeded in securing from the labyrinth beneath Ieteata. She made a note to somehow ensure that neither Chia nor her teams would turn their home into a warzone by activating something by accident. 

She left the bustle behind and turned down a hallway created by crates of cargo. Here the noise of construction still echoed around her, but it was muted. 

“That’s what? Two hundred thousand gold bars?” Yeke was asking as she neared where he and Aede stood over an open crate. 

“About that much in weight, which is what we care about,” Aede replied. “Plus, there are some jewels which will add value to everything.” 

“Nalju will be pleased,” Rei said as she leaned down to pick up a data pad. She stood and rested against one of the crates as she scanned the list. 

“Should we trust him with this?” Yeke asked as he tucked the last bar in the crate and locked it down. He hoisted it up and added it to the stack. “Sure, the last few transactions we’ve done have gone over well, but sooner or later he’s gonna start screwing us.”

“Everyone does,” Rei replied. “But for now, we’ll use his good graces to our advantage because he knows we’re his best chances at a steady supply of this stuff. At least until we can land a better deal with someone else for when he tries something.”

“We could always hang onto it,” Aede pointed out and pulled a new crate over. “We did just complete a deal with him.”

“I don’t want to,” Rei replied. “The sooner we get rid of the potentially hot cargo the better. The automatons and other stuff we can at least pass off as things our crew has been tinkering with. Besides, by the time we get back to Nalju, he’s likely to have sold everything.”

Yeke opened the crate Aede had dragged over to reveal mismatched technology, some rolled up documents that Rei presumed were instructions, and other miscellaneous machines. “Were we in a hurry?” Rei asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Not really,” Aede replied. “I bet someone figured they were helping by tossing all the tech on one box.”

“A lot of this will probably be someone’s junk, and I bet most of the rest of these crates are the same thing.” Yeke gave a pointed glare in the direction of Chia and her engineers. “I wonder how much even works.”

“Why don’t you take it over to her then,” Rei suggested. “Tell her I want it put away immediately. We have enough clutter around here without adding pet projects.”

“You never know when spare parts will come in handy,” Aede defended her. “Especially when someone’s dealing with technology that no one knows about. How do you think I keep this ship’s computers functioning?”

“Just kick them enough.” Yeke replied, hoisting the crate using his Essence. “Engineers and techies, they’re all alike,” he told Rei with a shake of his head. Rei wisely adverted her eyes and pretended to be closely examining the list in her hand again. He sighed. “Explain to me again why we don’t have our beloved crew doing this?” 

“Do you really want them handling the find of the century?” Aede asked. “They’re mostly trustworthy, but why risk it?”

“True,” Yeke conceded, then sighed. “I’ll be back.”

Rei eyed him until he vanished out of sight, though she could hear him yelling for Chia. She turned quickly to Aede who was pulling another crate over. “Aede, I need to talk to you.”

The tall woman stood straight, a curious expression clouded her features. “What is it, Captain?”

“A virus.”

“Pardon?”

“I need a virus. Like you said, while has proven trustworthy so far, we’ve stumbled on something huge here. Much better than our usual jobs. Something that has the potential draw of fame and fortune, and that kind of temptation might cause them to forget our little family here.”

“You want me to wipe the data Chia’s studying from the cache,” Aede said as though stating the obvious.

Rei nodded, with a glance out of the corner of her eye to make sure Yeke wasn’t coming back. “It doesn’t need to be unleashed until you and Chia are done going through it, but I want it gone when you’re done.”

“Are you sure you need a virus? I could just build a drive put a secure firewall on it. It’s not foolproof, but it’ll be as safe as someone can be with computers.”

“A nice thought, but no. I don’t want to take any risks given who else is looking for these things. Hell, you prove that firewalls and any other defenses are just inconveniences if a person is dedicated and talented enough.” 

“That’s a valid point,” Aede sighed. “As long as you’re sure you want it destroyed, I can come up with something in the next few days. We’re hoping to be done with the information by the time we reach the next one, so we can immediately start on it.”

“Good.” Out of the corner of her eye she saw Yeke approaching them. “Just let me know when it’s done.”

Aede nodded and lifted the crate open. Yeke stopped a few feet away from them. “Am I interrupting?”

“No,” Rei turned and beamed at him. “I was just teasing Aede that she better hurry if she wanted any of those parts you just delivered to Chia.” She clapped him on the arm. “I better go, it’s been a few hours since I checked in on the bridge and I’m still in my clothes from the game.” She started to walk away. “Have fun sorting and let me know if you find anything else that’s interesting.” 

“Ever feel like you just missed something major?” she heard Yeke ask.

“Every day,” Aede replied. 

~*~
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A few days later, Rei hopped up the steps to the bridge to find everyone, even those technically not on the clock, gathered to see what new spectacle this new planet offered. Fiara stood beside Yeke behind the piloting controls and offered a small smile as she joined them. 

“Nice to see you joining us for this,” Rei offered in greeting. “Is this your first time watching an entry?”

“I’ve seen glimpses, of course, but this is my first time with a front row seat.”

Yeke raised an eyebrow. “Well, whatever that means, you’re in for a treat.”

Rei clapped the woman gently on her shoulder. The ship shook and she frowned. “Is it just me or are we having more issues than normal?”

“I’ll fix it,” Chia rushed to the front most consoles. “It’s something with the atmosphere.... There.” 

The vibration stopped just as the last flame of entry faded. Before them, green stretched out as far as the eye could see, only breaking for the water of the occasional lake.

“Now, that’s impressive,” Aede commented.

“What’s so impressive about a jungle planet?” Foniac grumbled. “We have nowhere to land.”

“So, scout one out,” Rei ordered. “If this is the place we need, they have to have some place to land. Worst case scenario? Everyone but those who accompany me will just have to sit on the ship.”

Selatta unfolded ahead and below them. The rich green foliage was so thick Rei couldn’t even make out what was tree and what was ground. The openings revealed splashes of purple water, but nothing that she felt comfortable asking Foniac to try and maneuver into. 

“Purple water?” Fiara’s eyes were wide as she leaned forward. 

“Bacteria in the water,” Rei supplied. “Probably harmless, but I’d have a medic scan it first if you want to jump in.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Foniac drew them closer to the tops of the trees; Rei could hear some of their sensors wail. 

“Are your eyes and ears failing you now?” Chia demanded. “The sensors told you that we’re not finding a spot and we certainly aren’t going to this close!”

“Never just trust sensors,” Foniac replied. “Besides, this gives us—”

A series of muted impacts against their shielding sent everyone bracing against their consoles before rushing to battle stations. Rei slipped into the seat in front of her. The screen instantly displayed the immediate area around the ship.

“What’s happening?” Fiara asked. Rei felt pressure as she leaned against her chair. 

Rei’s eyes swept across the display. The ship quivered and her brow furrowed. There was no sign of where this was coming from. “Anything?” she asked at last. 

“Not yet,” Aede replied.

“The signature is similar to what we experienced with Nekose before Ieteata,” Kuv reported. “There are some discrepancies, however.”

“Followed us a bit far, didn’t they?” Foniac joked. The pilot began to weave the ship back and forth in hopes of shaking any locks the other ship had.

“It could be someone else,” Rei pointed out. “What discrepancies are we talking about?”

“They lack the usual levels of Essence you’d expect a ship like that to have, to name one,” Chia said. “I’m amazed they can even fly with what we’re reading here.”

“I thought Nekose would be still spreading the word to leave us in peace,” Yeke said. “He didn’t strike me as the stupid type.”

A series of shots smattered the shielding. “Turn us around,” Rei ordered. “I want to face them.”

An older model Federation vessel, among the oldest Rei had seen in her life, fully emerged through the cloud layer. Its Essence-based lasers fired in quick succession.

“Should I return fire?” Kuv asked.

“Do you really have to ask that?” Chia’s ears twitched.

“Fire away, Kuv,” Rei ordered. “I’m in no mood to negotiate today.”

She watched pulses fire from the weapon banks and soar toward the other ship. Rei’s lips pulled tight as the lasers continued to attempt to slice at them in a continuous beam. Her gaze fell to the display in front of her, then back to the real time battle as several more pulses met their mark. 

“Anything, Aede?” she asked. 

“Not yet, and I’m monitoring all frequencies.”

An explosion against their shielding cut off Rei’s reply. She whipped toward the front screens to see several more splash across their field of
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