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      The chains were unbreakable. That was how they’d been coded. And in Nova Online, code was law. Thorne hadn’t reached this point in her career by breaking laws. To the contrary, she’d reached it by enforcing them. Not that she could break this law if she wanted to.

      She stopped struggling against the chains and raised her eyes to the impudent kid standing above her. Calm, she told herself. Look calm. Confident.

      “Clever, Kaiden. Too clever.”

      Somehow, against all the odds, she’d been beaten. But that didn’t mean she’d lost. Kaiden’s physical body was still in prison. Locked down behind countless security measures. He might’ve beaten the odds in-game, but in the real world, he’d already lost. The prison had him and soon she’d be able to question him in person. Or in-game, once she respawned. It didn’t really matter.

      “See you in a week, Ensign,” she said, and died.

      The world slowed. The wail of alarm sirens in the hangar wound down in pitch, groaning to a halt. The emergency containment lights slowed their rapid flashing, losing urgency with each spin until they finally froze in place.

      Ensign Kaiden – or an image of him, at least – was left standing over her. A disbelieving smile was just beginning to stretch across his features, overtaking the desperate relief that had been there since he’d Shackled her.

      His expression was the last thing Thorne saw as the frozen world of the Anakoni’s hangar faded to black and a system message emerged from the darkness.

      
        
        You have been defeated.

        Respawn available in: 6 days, 23 hours and 59 minutes.

      

      

      There was a hiss of compressed air and the clouded glass covering of her full immersion virtual reality pod retracted, gliding smoothly on well-oiled tracks.

      Thorne sucked down a breath of cold, sterile air, then sat up, blinking to adjust her eyes to the darkness of the facility’s pod farm. It was a small one, as far as pod farms went, but it was a small facility. Not that that made it any less important. Not that that made her failure any less monumental.

      Losing in battle wasn’t the problem; it was the data she lost as a result. The Bernstein cipher. The terrorists would get it now. Or had a chance to get it, if she didn’t act fast.

      She pulled the badge from her uniform and prepared to call the commander. But it was already vibrating, already chiming a cheery tune. Glowing words projected into the air above it. Her eyes flashed across them, though she already knew what they would read.

      ‘Incoming connection: Cmmdr. Moran. Accept?’

      So, he’d been watching, then? She’d fired off a message just before Zelda had activated the decompression lock down but hadn’t been sure if it’d gone through.

      Thorne turned her eyes to the ‘accept’ option in the floating text and blinked twice. The badge recognized the gesture and opened the connection.

      A flash of light and then a cloud of pixels flooded from the badge, swarming through the air in rolling, swirling curls of brilliant color. After a moment, the pixels stuttered, processing the image requested of them, then assembled themselves, layer by layer, into Commander Moran. Or, a projection of him. Despite its slight transparency, his every detail was captured in the hologram.

      Close-cropped, light brown hair combed neatly back and parted at the side. Brown eyes above a once-broken and now ever-so-slightly crooked nose. The faintest hint of wrinkles, burgeoning at the corners of his eyes, contrasted starkly against the crisp, starched fabric of his uniform. The uniform that he’d worn as long as anyone had known him. He’d come from obscurity, but quickly established himself as one of the original supporters of the Party. One of those bold enough to join its ranks in the early days of the Great Test, when the world seemed doomed to an eternity of chaos and darkness.

      “We’ll need a lockdown on their facility,” Thorne said, wasting no time. “Pull the three of them from their pods and keep them separate and under guard. I can be there by morning if you want me to question them in person, sir. Or, regrettably, a week if we’d like to do things in-game.”

      “Your eagerness is appreciated, Captain Thorne. Ever the tactical thinker, you are. I confess, it is a trait I quite value among the men and women of the Warden Corps,” he said, an airy friendliness to his tone. “Though you may find the atmosphere at the prison somewhat unwelcoming.”

      What?

      She looked down to her handheld console. An emergency alert message flashed across its screen.

      ‘Class Five situation developing at Ashby Rehabilitation Penitentiary. Full control system failure. Quick reaction force en route.’

      There's no way this is a coincidence.

      “The terrorists!”

      “Indeed, Captain. The terrorists.” Commander Moran smiled a sad sort of smile and shook his head. “They’re like children playing with matches, enamored by the beauty of the flames but entirely blind to the powder keg around them.”

      “They’re trying to extract the ensigns – Kaiden, Zelda, and Titus – along with the cipher. The quick reaction force needs to prioritize those three. They’re more important than anyone else in that facili—”

      “The quick reaction force has been informed of their objectives.” And just like that, the friendliness was gone, replaced instead with a stern gaze. “But a hovercraft was spotted entering the facility moments ago. While I’d certainly like to think otherwise, I’d wager our little troublemakers aim to be on it.

      “With any luck, the quick reaction force will resolve this situation before any further damage is done. You and I both know the stakes here.” He paused a moment, staring at her, then waved the words away. “But I didn’t call to discuss things beyond our control. I called to discuss that which we can control. Namely, how — as soon as they’re secured — you’re going to oversee the return of the data your three wayward ensigns have stolen.”

      Ah. Here it is. She’d been so focused on solving the immediate situation that she’d forgotten to consider anything else. Particularly, the trouble she was no doubt in.

      As quick as it’d come, his stern tone was gone. He’d never been one for anger. Not outwardly. No, Commander Moran was… well, ‘unique’ was the word most used. ‘Effective’ was another.

      “Remind me, Captain,” he said, innocently, as if he’d forgotten. “Is it in your job description to be defeated in combat by low-level players?”

      Thorne felt a scowl pulling at her features but fought to contain it.

      “No, sir. It’s not in my job description.”

      “Ah, very good. Can you imagine where we’d be if our captains made a habit of losing fights to every terrorist sympathizer who wandered aboard their ship?”

      “I imagine that wouldn’t be ideal, sir.”

      “No, I don’t think it would.” He paused, then lit up as if recalling a happy memory. “This Party of ours, it’s a beautiful thing, isn’t it? Born from bloodshed and strife, and yet, it has brought us peace. Prosperity.”

      She nodded along, waiting for him to make his point. What else could she do?

      “Unfortunately, not all of us share this belief. Some people find our peace boring. Some people like to play with matches. The same people, as it happens, who aim to abscond with the Bernstein cipher.”

      “Sir, I—”

      “A cipher that leads to a trove of classified information. Information consisting of entirely fabricated anecdotes and misconstrued facts, perhaps, but the masses are easily convinced of falsehoods. Even lies, if well told, have the potential to burn down the peace we’ve worked so hard to create.”

      “Losing the cipher is a temporary setback, sir. Wars aren’t won or lost in a single battle.”

      “We’re not at war, Captain.” He punctuated the statement with a hard stare. “And we’re not going to be. Never again. You’ve led an impressive career up to this point, Thorne, but there’s nothing impressive about failure. As you know, I don’t ask much of those below me. Perseverance in the face of adversity, and success by any means.” His expression softened to an almost gentle look. Generous, even. It was all an act, though. That much she knew from experience.

      Moran was effective, and he’d won the Party countless battles during the Test, but sometimes she wondered how much he’d sacrificed to make all that happen. How much of him had died in those wars? And how much of him had been replaced by the scarred man in front of her? Not physically scarred, no. Nothing so easy to see as that. His wounds lay deeper; all the way down to the bone and muscle, such that they guided his every movement, his every action.

      “I’m reassigning you, Captain Thorne, and stripping you of your rank for the time being.”

      What? Years of work erased by one mistake?

      “Locked out of Nova as you are, you’re no use to us there. It may help you to think of this as a probationary period. Or perhaps not. Either way, I want you in the field, not online. You once tracked down dissidents for the Party.”

      Once. Until I clawed my way out of that unending manhunt of a job.

      “I want you to do so again. A transport is on its way to your location. Should the quick reaction force fail in their objective, you will track down these three troublemakers and take the cipher from them. Preferably before they start a fire none of us can extinguish. Is that understood, Agent Thorne?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      The demotion left a sour taste in her mouth and lit a fire in her stomach, but at least Moran was placing her somewhere she could do some good. Kaiden and his friends didn’t know what they were involved with. Maybe they meant well, maybe they thought what they were doing was right, but they were wrong. One way or another, she would make them see that. How drastic the measures needed to be was up to them.

      “I’ll expect frequent reports from you, agent. Reports that, I hope, will recount a swift end to this situation.”

      “Absolutely.” She saluted.

      “Very good. I have complete faith in you.”

      “Oh, and sir?”

      A thought struck her. Something Kaiden had said that had been niggling at the back of her mind. Something she couldn’t shake.

      “Yes?”

      “I think it would help my investigation to be given access to the complete files on the Bernstein incident.”

      “Those files are sealed for good reason, agent.”

      “Right, sir. It’s just, one of the ensigns, he said something that’s been bothering me. He accused us of torturing and executing Bernstein.”

      “Accused of torture and murder by a terrorist sympathizer? My, we must open an investigation immediately! Surely this accusation must be answered.”

      Her cheeks burned at that. Of course, it was ridiculous. She’d known it from the beginning. Why had she even brought it up? She was in enough trouble as it was. Now wasn’t the time to stir the pot.

      “I know these troublemakers are fond of shouting their beliefs at everyone they meet. Their conviction can be persuasive, but you only encourage them when you entertain their fantasies. Don’t forget your place, Agent Thorne. You are a warden, not a judge. It’s your responsibility to keep the peace. We have a robust legal system to ascertain innocence and guilt. You do your job, and they’ll do theirs.” He folded his hands behind his back and smiled.

      “Happy hunting, agent.” And with that, the connection terminated. The millions of pixels that formed his image fell apart like so much dust, floating down towards the badge and slipping inside. When they were gone, the room fell back into darkness.

      Thorne sighed, then pulled herself from her pod. She’d need to keep tabs on the situation at the prison. With any luck, it wasn’t already too out of hand. Either way, though, there was work to be done.
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      Kaiden Moore hadn’t wanted much out of life. Clearing his name and not spending the next half-century in prison had seemed about enough. He’d even accomplished the second part, which left him wondering why he was currently tied to a chair and fielding a seemingly endless onslaught of questions.

      “When did you first meet Bernstein?” one of the rebels across the table from him asked for what had to be the fourth time. Or was it the fifth? Honestly, he’d lost track. It had been an eventful day, what with killing the highest ranked warden in the entire Greater Spiral Arm galaxy, then touching off a prison riot, and then being broken out of jail at gunpoint.

      “I told you, I don’t remember,” he said, agitation inflaming his words as he glared at the woman opposite. “Bernstein’s always lived next door to me. I met him as a child. What does it matter, anyway? And can someone please untie me?”

      Kaiden shouted more than asked the last part. The man across from him slammed a fist into the table, denting its metal surface, and cursed.

      “You’re in control of how long this goes on for, kid. Answer my questions and then we can discuss what happens next.”

      “You’re not making any sense!” Kaiden fired back. “We brought you Bernstein’s file. The file that’s supposed to help your cause, not to mention clear my name, and our only thanks is being tied to chairs and interrogated like prisoners!” At least, he assumed the others shared his current fate. They’d been blindfolded and separated as soon as the hovercraft had touched down wherever they were now. Somewhere underground, maybe?

      The room was sparse, just an overhead light, a rusted metal table, chairs, the two rebels, and him. There was a distinct dankness to the air that reminded him of a basement, though.

      “You were supposed to bring us evidence that could topple the Party altogether, but what you brought us is a scavenger hunt through Nova Online. A scavenger hunt that could just be a wild goose chase designed to distract us.”

      “You know, you’re right. I’m sure between being framed for the murder of my neighbor and sentenced to fifty years in prison, I definitely found the time to fake Bernstein’s file and become a secret operative for the very government that imprisoned me. That makes a whole bunch of sense. It’s a wonder you all haven’t toppled the Party by yourselves, what with brilliant minds like yours at work.”

      All the shouting probably wasn’t helping his case, but he had to admit, it did make him feel better.

      “Calm down, Kaiden. We have to cover all our bases here,” the woman said, her voice so soft he had to strain to listen.

      “What part of ‘covering your bases’ involves tying me to a freakin’ chair?”

      Her only response was to shake her head and sigh. She’d been doing a lot of that since the questions had started. Every time she did, her feathery, lightly curled hair would sway around her as if wiping away whatever she was sighing at. She’d blink as she did so, then look up at him with deep brown eyes that seemed to apologize for the situation. But if she were really sorry, maybe she’d stop sighing and actually do something about what was happening. From the way she’d been giving orders to her male counterpart, she was clearly someone of importance among the rebels. It was probably best Kaiden didn’t anger her – at least, that’s what he would have thought if he were thinking logically.

      Somehow, between the boss fight against Thorne, the prison riot, and then being swept away at gunpoint, he’d lost some of his patience.

      “Tell me more about your relationship with the big man. Titus, was it?” said the rebel, ignoring Kaiden’s question. Admittedly, she wasn’t a particularly aggressive interrogator – what with her calm demeanor and the quiet, sad look to her eyes – but her steady, slow persistence, combined with her male counterpart’s fiery temper, made for an infuriating combo.

      It didn’t help that the rebels hadn’t even bothered to bandage the wound their soldier had left when he’d cut the tracker chip from Kaiden’s neck. He’d used a knife big enough to be a machete. Suffice to say, the extraction hadn’t exactly been surgical, and sticky, warm blood still trickled out from the wound, running down his chest and coloring his prison uniform a lovely shade of crusty red.

      But his shirt was the least of his worries. And his own wellbeing didn’t rank much higher. No, despite the anger boiling in his mind, his thoughts were for Zelda and Titus. Odds were they were experiencing the same interrogation. Or, in Titus’ case, maybe worse. The soldiers on the hovercraft had been extra rough with him, no doubt squelching any thoughts the big man might have had about resisting. If Kaiden, a normal nobody wrapped up in this mess, was being treated like this, he could only imagine the suspicion, and likely derision, being heaped on Titus, what with his criminal past.

      And then there was Zelda. How was she doing? Were they treating her the same way? She had, after all, been the one to trust these ‘rebels,’ as they called themselves. Had that earned her any more credibility? From what Kaiden had seen so far, the rebels didn’t seem much better than the Party. Though they hadn’t tortured and executed anyone yet like the Party had Bernstein, so maybe there was a bit of difference between them.

      “Start from the top,” the woman said with a tired sigh, waving her finger in a circle.

      The rebel across the table cracked his knuckles, sucked in a deep breath, and turned back to Kaiden.

      “We’re going to get the truth from you sooner or later—”

      The door across the room burst open with a bang. Kaiden leapt to his feet, jumping away from the noise. The chair dragged after him, pulling him down by his wrists.

      “This is ridiculous! What kind of treatment is this, Valence?”

      “Zelda?” Kaiden asked, staring as she stormed into the room, decidedly not tied to anything. She looked pretty much the same as she had when they’d broken out of prison earlier. The same dark hair, framing her face as it fell to her shoulders; the same sharp features and piercing eyes; and the same prison uniform that they all wore. Her cheeks, however, were boiling red. She spared only the quickest of nods for Kaiden before storming across the room to the woman she’d called Valence.

      “We just brought you the biggest victory in your history, a chance to topple the Party, and this is how you repay us?” She poked a finger into the interrogator’s chest. “You need to fix this.”

      “Miss Yoshida, please calm yourself. There’s more at play here than you realize,” Valence said, easing the finger away.

      “That doesn’t excuse,” Zelda gestured to the interrogation room, “whatever this is.”

      “We’re no longer as steady as we once were,” Valence said, lowering her voice and leaning in close. “Support for Ragnussen and his ideas is growing. More and more followers join him by the day. I can’t just ignore their demands.”

      “The demands of violent extremists.” Zelda crossed her arms. “I didn’t come here to work with them. I told you that when we made our deal. And you promised me you spoke for the moderates among the rebels. Was that a lie?”

      “Watch your tongue, girl!” The man dented the table again, this time as he rose from his chair and spun toward Zelda. Valence stayed him with one outstretched hand.

      “Everyone just calm down, damn it!” she shouted, raising her voice for the first time. “Zelda, we have to take precautions. I know you trust these two, but we’ve only just met them. We don’t know them, and we can’t afford to have our base here compromised.”

      Zelda shook the explanation off as she walked across the room. Kaiden pulled himself toward the table and eased his way back down into his chair.

      “Excuses are a coward’s way of shirking responsibility. You know who used to say that?” she asked, shooting a glance back at Valence. Kaiden had heard Bernstein drop the phrase on plenty of occasions. He was distracted from the memories, though, as Zelda began working at the cords tying his wrist. No one moved to stop her.

      The last cord pulled away and he was free. Kaiden shot to his feet, stepping away from the chair and rubbing at the raw skin on his wrists.

      “Thank you,” he said, giving Zelda a nod. Maybe he was still trapped in this so-called base, but at least he wasn’t tied to a chair. Baby steps, right?

      “Correct me if I’m wrong,” he said, looking to Zelda. “But it feels very much like we’ve escaped one prison just to end up in another.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, glaring at Valence the entire time. “It feels exactly like that. But I think everyone’s forgetting one key aspect to all of this.”

      The rebel with a propensity for denting tables crossed his arms. “And what’s that?”

      “The evidence Bernstein gathered on the Party’s crimes lies at the end of his scavenger hunt. Or puzzle. Or wild goose chase. Call it what you want, but it wasn’t designed to be solved by just anyone. It requires someone who knew Bernstein to solve it. Someone who knew him well. And of everybody in this base, I can only think of two people that describes.”

      “Two people who aren’t going to solve anything without Titus,” Kaiden added, stepping beside Zelda.

      Valence sighed at that.

      “Between the Party, Ragnussen, and you three, I’m going to die early,” she said, shaking her head. Then she waved her hand as if in submission. “But fine. We’ll discuss this more later. Reginald,” she said, nodding to the man. “See that they get to work on the cipher, and set them up with a room. There’s a spare in the west tunnels that should do.”

      “Titus, too.” Kaiden crossed his arms.

      “Fine. But I want guards outside their door at all times. And you don’t go anywhere without clearing it with me first.” She looked toward them for that last bit, then when they nodded, made for the door. It closed behind her with a gentle thud.

      “It’s not much,” Zelda said, watching her leave.

      “Yeah,” Kaiden agreed, “but it’s progress.”
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      “I mean, four walls, a floor, and a ceiling. It’s technically a room,” Kaiden said as the guards led them into their new quarters.

      The floor was made of hard-packed dirt, but was shot through with damp from a slow drip of water leaking through a crack in the ceiling above. If the air in the interrogation room had been dank, here it was downright wet, and heavy on his skin. Even in the relatively chilly air of wherever they were, the humidity left Kaiden feeling like he’d taken a steam bath in his own sweat.

      “All the comforts of home,” Zelda said, clearly sarcastic as her eyes moved around the room. Kaiden’s did the same.

      Several leaning columns were scattered around the space, their slate-gray concrete faces spiderwebbed with cracks and the occasional jutting piece of rebar. Behind the furthest pillar, something like ten steps away, several shelves had been laser-cut into the wall. No; not shelves, he realized, as one of the guards tucked a handful of blankets and pillows into them. Beds. Bunk beds, but so narrow Kaiden wasn’t sure he could even slide himself in.

      Next to the shelf-beds, several pieces of broken concrete had been stacked in the crude form of furniture. Some ambitious individual seemed to have even bent the rebar up to make armrests.

      Better than sitting on the floor, I guess? Somehow, the prospect of concrete chairs didn’t exactly inspire thoughts of comfort.

      The rest of the space was filled with shelving units. Great metal things, they stretched from floor to ceiling and stood side by side, creating something of a labyrinth across half the room. Most of them were bare, but a few, with a crisscrossed weave of thin metal enclosing them, contained assorted tools and food rations, and even what seemed to be ammunition. All in all, though, it was a pitiful display.

      “Yeah, I know what you’re thinkin’,” one of the guards said, grimacing as he looked around the space. Merrick, he’d said his name was. He’d been the only one not to treat them like prisoners so far.

      “Ain’t quite the lap of luxury or anything like that, but it sure beats the barracks on level four. I’ll tell you what,” he said, shaking his head and leaning up against one of the crooked pillars. “The rats down there’re ‘bout the size of cats. And come nighttime, they wait ‘til you’re good and bedded down, then cuddle right up to you for warmth.” He gave a little laugh. “Makes gettin’ up to use the restroom a right interesting affair.”

      “Don’t waste your time, Merrick. This lot don’t want to hear your rambling any more than the rest of us,” Reginald said, then led the guards from the room.

      “S’pose you’re right ‘bout that.”

      Merrick moved to follow, but Zelda stayed him with a nod.

      “You’re one of Valence’s men, right?”

      “That’d be me.” He looked toward the door, ensuring the others were outside, then lowered his voice. “Been supporting the cause long before Ragnussen and his rowdy lot showed up.”

      He wasn’t a big man, but he wasn’t small, either. About as tall as himself, Kaiden figured, looking the guard up and down. His brown-blond hair was pulled back tight with a headband and he’d a decent-sized mustache hanging on his upper lip. Something about the easy-going smile on his face and the light in his blue eyes made him seem trustworthy. Or maybe it was just the fact that he was treating them like people and not prisoners.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Merrick,” Zelda said, shaking his hand.

      “Nice to see someone around here who doesn’t think we’re Party spies,” Kaiden added, extending his own hand.

      “Well now, I didn’t say I trust y’all.” Merrick smirked. “Kiddin’, of course. It was a brave thing this one did, locking herself up to track down Bernstein’s cipher. Way I see it, no sane person would do that.”

      Kaiden felt himself frown.

      “I’m not sure that’s a compliment…”

      Merrick laughed at that.

      “Might be it isn’t. But all them out there,” he nodded up toward what Kaiden presumed was the world outside, “they’re ‘sposed to be sane, but they’re blindly following the Party. Might just be this world needs a few more people not in their right minds to set it straight.”

      “Thanks... I think,” Zelda said, her brow furrowed. Kaiden had to agree. That was about the nicest way he’d ever heard someone called insane before.

      “Well it’s about time!” Titus’ booming voice filled the room as he burst through the doorway. The four guards that had been escorting him backed off, stopping in the hall just outside.

      “Titus!” Kaiden couldn’t help the smile stretching across his face. Just like Zelda, the big man didn’t look much the worse for wear, aside from the wound in his neck, unbandaged still, like Kaiden’s own. Rippling muscles and too-large veins were barely contained by the big man’s prison uniform as Kaiden headed towards him.

      “Aw hell, you’ve bled all over your nice uniform,” Titus said, smiling with his mouth as well as his – admittedly somewhat small – blue eyes. “I know how much you liked that thing.”

      “Well, it is the only piece of clothing I own now,” Kaiden said, clasping hands with Titus and giving him a one-armed hug as he reached him. “Zelda snagged us this room, but if we’re lucky there might even be some spare clothes lying around.”

      “Let me see what can be seen,” Merrick said, giving them a half nod, then turning for the door. “In the meantime, y’all get settled in.”

      “Look at Merrick the bellhop,” Reginald’s voice called from the hallway. “Thinks we’re running a hotel or something here.” Several guards laughed at that, but the sound cut off as Merrick closed the door behind him.

      “And here I thought we’d finally gotten rid of you,” Zelda said to Titus, a smirk drawing across her face. “Seems we weren’t so lucky.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said, waving her taunt away. “Good to see you, too, Zelda. Guess I owe you a thanks for, uh, this,” he said, spreading his arms out wide. “Such as it is.”

      “It’s a step up,” Kaiden said. But far from what I imagined, that’s for sure. Somehow, when he’d thought about the rebels from inside prison, he’d imagined something, well, a bit cleaner, for starters. Secret bases were a lot less cool when they stank of mold and decay.

      “Bathroom’s down the hall,” Zelda said, nodding toward the door.

      Titus wiped at his forehead with the back of his hand. “Thank goodness. I don’t want to get to know you all that well.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. The place is sort of growing on me, you know?” Kaiden said, elbowing Titus in the ribs. “Look, there’s even a spigot in the wall. All-you-can-drink fresh water. Er, well, water, at least,” he said, suddenly wondering exactly how far one could stretch the definition of ‘fresh.’

      Seeing Titus again had lifted the mood in the room in a way he hadn’t expected. They hadn’t been apart long, but the uncertainty of the future ahead of them had made the separation feel much more drastic.

      It’s good to have the gang back together, Kaiden had to admit to himself. Even if together meant locked and under guard in some ruin of a room in the middle of a rebel base that was significantly less impressive than he’d expected.

      “Bunk beds, shelves, a pile of rubble, oh, and more shelves,” Titus said, taking a lap around the room. “Looks like we’ve got everything we need.”

      “And pods,” Zelda added, nodding toward the shelves.

      Pods? What’s she talking about? Even as he wondered, though, Kaiden looked closer and realized there was a small space and a few blinking lights beyond the shelves at the far side of the room. Sure enough, they were full immersion virtual reality pods, just like the ones they’d had at the prison. Except significantly older. And he was pretty sure that was mold growing up the side of the furthest one.

      “You think they even get internet down here?” he asked, inspecting the machines. They were frighteningly damp to the touch. A product of all the humidity in the room, no doubt.

      “They must,” Zelda said, interfacing with the screen of one of the pods. “These things are online. And they’re updating to the most recent patch of Nova Online.”
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        Welcome to Nova Online.

      

      

      The message materialized in Kaiden’s vision and he was home.

      Home.

      Huh. He hadn’t actually thought about it, but Nova had become his home, hadn’t it? His time in prison hadn’t been that long, but all the same, his life from before Bernstein’s death felt nothing more than a distant memory. And with everything that had happened, well, it was a memory that grew fainter by the day.

      Not that being a criminal on the run from the Party is much of a life. Hiding in some underground rebel base amidst the stench of mold and the nightly scurrying of rats didn’t feel exactly hopeful. But then there was Nova. That beautiful world of possibility. That beautiful game where he was strong. Powerful. And now, free. No, he might never have intended it, but for now, Nova was home.

      A shame, then, that Kaiden didn’t recognize where he was.

      A stream of combat text, lingering from their encounter with Thorne, filled the corner of his vision, but he ignored it, instead focusing on his surroundings.

      He’d logged off in the hangar of the Anakoni just days ago. Wherever he was now, however, clearly wasn’t inside of a ship. He stood on the edge of a cliff, looking out over a vast expanse of rolling hills that dipped down into glistening lakes and sun-jeweled ribbons of streaming rivers.

      Wait, I’ve seen this view before. It was famous, after all. How had he not recognized it at first?

      A technical marvel of graphics and simulation, this grand overlook had been specifically designed to be new players’ first glimpse of Nova Online. That meant Kaiden had spawned on the starting planet. What was its main city called? Hope... something or other. Logging in via the Warden program must have bypassed the experience initially, but now they were wardens no longer and apparently that meant they got to experience Nova free from the filters of the Party’s overbearing reach.

      The view in front of Kaiden was incredible, with its lakes and rivers, hills and mountains, all wrapped up in a panorama of idyllic countryside, but the view behind him would be just as impressive, he knew. He’d seen videos of what came next. Forgetting for a moment the Warden program, and his criminal status, and everything else wrong with the world, he let his mind relax, and turned around.

      
        
        Location discovered:

        Hopewell City, Planet of Alafia

        Faction Alignment: Government of Alafia, Coalition of the Greater Spiral Arm

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        One Small Step for Man - 50 EXP!

        You’ve found the planet of Alafia, the starting spawn point for all human characters. May it be your gateway to the vast universe of Nova Online!

      

      

      Not exactly my first time logging in, but thanks, he thought, pleasantly surprised to have found a genuine achievement message instead of the more usual ones, colored with a touch of condescension. Then again, it was hard to be in a bad mood right about then, what with the world around him.

      Titus and Zelda logged in beside him, but he hardly noticed, a smile plastered across his face as he took in Hopewell City. Say what you wanted about Nova, but its art department had gone above and beyond. Of that, there was no question.

      When Kaiden had logged in he’d been on a small balcony, positioned on the edge of a cliff to overlook the world before him. Now, he stood on the same balcony, but looking in toward a wide plaza, and beyond it, Hopewell City.

      The plaza was paved with sandstone-colored bricks, each several paces long and wide, and sparkling faintly in the sun with a dusting of glimmering flecks. Minerals in the natural stone, or some trick of the light, maybe. Either way, the shimmering stretched away with the plaza, brick after brick, for what had to be a hundred paces or more. It was a vast, open space like nothing he’d experienced in Nova so far. Certainly nothing like the utilitarian confines of the Anakoni, nor the smog-crowded skies of Boyd City.

      All around the plaza, players stood and talked, ran or walked, going about their business. Even as Kaiden watched, several more logged in, materializing into existence, nothing more than transparent silhouettes at first but growing more and more solid by the moment. All in all, things were rather crowded. The buzz of a hundred different conversations filled his ears, interrupted only by the occasional roar of a shuttle passing overhead, or a burst of strong wind rising up from below the cliff to wash over them.

      At the center of the plaza, where the concentration of players seemed thickest, three holo-banners projected up from the pavement. ‘Welcome to Nova Online!’ the middle banner read in great, hovering letters, near as tall as Kaiden, that flickered every few seconds. The leftmost banner projected the flag of Alafia – a hand, open and extended as if offering assistance – while the rightmost bore the sigil of the Greater Spiral Arm, which, to no one’s surprise, was a vaguely spiral-shaped cluster of dots, no doubt intended to look like stars.

      And then there was the city. Buildings rose from the edge of the plaza like a crowd of ancient, noble hierarchs, each more regal and majestic than the last. Though they had all been imagined in the same architectural style, no two looked exactly alike.

      The same shimmering sandstone from the plaza had been used in the buildings to create wide but sturdy bases that were as beautiful as they were ornate. Some of the buildings rose high, stretching six or seven stories into the sky in a display of delicate flying buttresses and elegant arches bearing more weight than seemed reasonable. Others stayed low to the ground, nothing more than stone pavilions, their rounded domes topped with Mediterranean-style tiles of a brilliant sea-foam green. The pavilions were accompanied by vine-covered, arch-lined courtyards and terraces, similar to the great plaza, but smaller, more private.

      Everywhere, the city had clearly been designed to revel in the natural splendor of Alafia. Even the taller buildings, though they dwarfed those around them, didn’t rise particularly high into the sky. They were tall, but they were also wide, giving them the impression of being contained, compacted, as if fearing to obscure anyone’s view into the endless blue sky above. And what a view it was. Stretching on seemingly forever, as if promising every bit of the freedom and possibility that attracted so many players to Nova.

      “Nice digs,” Titus said, crossing his arms and smiling out at the city. “Can we do more missions here instead of, well, everywhere the Warden Corps sent us?”

      “It’s all real, too,” Kaiden added. “Or, well, I mean it’s all physically possible. I remember reading about this place. All the buildings were 3D modeled and tested against real-world physics.”

      “It’s beautiful. Even through these second-rate pods the rebels provided,” Zelda said, stepping up beside them. “But we’ve long leveled out of this place.” She nodded to a group of players making their way across the plaza a little way off. Kaiden focused on one in particular.

      
        
        Hellenish

        Class: Cybernetic Knight

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 3

      

      

      Level three? Jeez. That feels like forever ago. After the Thorne fight, they’d all leveled up. He was what, now – level fifteen?

      “Are we going to stand out by being here?” Kaiden asked as the thought occurred to him. “The last thing we need is the entire Warden Corps chasing us down. I can’t imagine they’re particularly happy that we killed Thorne.”

      “Comms,” Zelda hissed, lowering her voice in response to his question.

      Ah, right. Kaiden switched over to their party comms channel so no one could overhear their conversation.

      “After that prison break, I don’t think anyone’s looking for us in-game right now,” Zelda answered through comms when Kaiden and Titus had joined the channel. “The Party probably think we’re rebel agents and are searching for us in the real world. Not to mention they didn’t manage to open the cipher, which means they don’t know Bernstein’s files are hidden in-game.”

      “Well, that’s a relief, at least.” Completing Bernstein’s puzzle was going to be difficult enough without wardens harrying their every step. Remaining incognito would be essential.

      “What is going to attract attention is the warden armor we’re still wearing,” Zelda said, just as Kaiden had begun to feel good about things. She raised an arm and frowned at the ensign-level armor there. “And, more importantly, the fact that we’re free wardens.”

      “Free wardens?” The game had mentioned something about that after they’d unlocked their collars, hadn’t it? He opened the settings menu and navigated to his system message history. A quick Ctrl-F search retrieved his results.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have been released from the Warden program and are now a free veteran warden. You retain your character, along with all gear and experience collected. The Anakoni will no longer be your respawn point upon death, but the last large city, outpost, port, or settlement you visited prior to dying. Welcome to the full Nova Online experience! Enjoy yourself and try not to get thrown back in prison again.

      

      

      So was that like a class change, or faction change, or what? Kaiden focused on Zelda’s avatar, reading her information.

      
        
        Zelda

        Free Warden

        Class: Blast Warden

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 15

      

      

      Well, crap. Anyone who focused on them would see they were free wardens. That didn’t bode well for the whole ‘not getting noticed’ plan. How long would it be until word got back to the Warden Corps? How many free wardens were there in Nova, anyway?

      Presumably, successful wardens were supposed to have graduated from the program and been freed from prison. Killing their superior officer and breaking out probably didn’t qualify as successful completion. But since there was a legal way to exit the program, maybe other players wouldn’t immediately assume Zelda, Titus, and Kaiden were wanted by the Party?

      “How about we find a nice shaded alley or something?” Titus asked, setting off across the plaza. “Somewhere less... exposed.”

      Can’t argue with that.

      “Zelda,” Kaiden said as they followed the bigger man. “If being in-game is a risk, why were you so insistent we log in?” The moment the pods had finished updating she'd jumped inside and urged them to do the same. Now, beyond the ‘safety’ of their room, he caught himself side-eyeing the players in the plaza, watching them with a newly born concern. Logging in had taken them from hidden in the real world to exposed in the virtual.

      “The rebels are monitoring that room they’ve put us in, you can be sure about that,” Zelda said, weaving through the crowded plaza. Titus was clearing a path ahead, like a bulldozer through a corn field, but as soon as he’d passed, the players would file right back in behind him. And worse, some of those were turning to stare. Wondering what a group of free wardens was doing in Hopewell City, no doubt. Kaiden did his best to ignore them.

      Play it cool. Look like you belong, right?

      “The rebels can monitor all they want, though. In here, we can speak freely. They can’t hear us, and right about now, our greatest bargaining chip is the fact that we can solve Bernstein’s puzzle. We thought he’d just locked the evidence he’d gathered away in here.” She raised her hand, revealing the brass padlock they’d looted from Thorne. “But this is only a cipher, only the start of the puzzle. He’s hidden the files in-game somewhere. An extra security measure, I guess. He always was painfully careful in everything he did.”

      Isn’t that the truth? Though considering Bernstein had been tortured and murdered by the government for his work, well, apparently he’d had good reason to be so careful.

      Titus let out a long sigh as they reached the edge of the plaza, then slipped into the shadows of a small, out-of-the-way pavilion. About the closest thing to a shadow-filled alley they were likely to find here in Hopewell, Kaiden didn’t doubt.

      “Never liked crowds,” Titus said, glancing back out at the mass of low-level players, then turning his attention back to Zelda and the padlock in her hand. “So, you’re telling me everything we did was for nothing? We’re no closer to whatever evidence Bernstein collected?”

      “I mean, we’re not in prison anymore, right?” Kaiden offered. That’s a start, after all.

      “Not in a Party prison, maybe, but a prison all the same.” A tinge of anger crept into the big man’s voice. “If my brother hasn’t been making his payments to the King Street boys, he, and my family, are in danger. Don’t forget that the terms of my helping you were that you would help me get a message to them.” The tinge of anger was growing into something more now. “I need to check on my family, but right now, I can’t even take a piss without an armed escort.”

      He’s not wrong, Kaiden thought. But things hadn’t exactly gone to plan in the past few weeks, had they? By now he was supposed to have been freed, vindicated of the guilt of Bernstein’s murder. If only they’d managed that, instead of uncovering a Party plot. Not to mention the potential powder keg that was all of the information Bernstein had gathered on the government's corruption and wild abuse of power.

      No, things hadn’t panned out as they’d imagined they would, but that didn’t mean Kaiden wasn’t still obliged to help Titus, or that he didn’t still want to help his friend.

      “Admittedly, things haven’t gone exactly according to plan,” Kaiden said, looking up at the big man. “But you’re right. I promised I’d get word to your brother. Whether I’m a wanted criminal or not, I owe that much to you.”

      “Nonsense,” Zelda cut in. “Kaiden can’t afford to risk himself right now. None of us can. After the prison break, the Party is undoubtedly in a frenzy searching for us.”

      “We owe him, Zelda.”

      “We do. But we don’t have to risk ourselves to get square.” She looked up at Titus, her usual determination gone, replaced instead with an almost gentle look. “I know things don’t feel great with the rebels right now. But I trust Valence, as much as she might have changed these past weeks. She’s still the woman I knew and she’s still the leader of this wing of the rebels. Give me some time with her and I’m certain I can convince her to let us contact your brother. In a safe manner,” she added.

      “You’re sure about that? ‘Cause yesterday she had me tied to a chair and interrogated.”

      Again, he’s not wrong. Kaiden couldn’t help but share Titus’ skepticism. Zelda obviously trusted Valence, but what he’d seen of the rebel leader so far was hardly encouraging.

      Zelda frowned and shook her head.

      “She’s been... less than hospitable, I know. Trust me, I’m shocked at how much she’s changed. But she’s been under a lot of pressure. The Party’s been cracking down on the rebels. Things are getting difficult. More difficult than they already were. But I know Valence, and I know I can reason with her.” Zelda swallowed hard and looked at her feet. When she raised her eyes again, her usual determination was back.

      “We’re the rebels’ best shot at solving Bernstein’s puzzle. We know it, but more importantly, Valence knows it. That makes us invaluable to her and the entire cause.”

      Titus crossed his arms.

      “And you’re willing to use that to help me speak with my brother?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Several moments of silence passed in which the two only stared at each other. It would be ideal, Kaiden had to admit, if Zelda could leverage that kind of influence. She’d been their contact with the rebels up to this point, and he’d always imagined she had some amount of sway within their ranks. In reality, it’d been less than he’d hoped. But they had Bernstein’s cipher, and between his and Zelda’s knowledge of the man, they were in a unique position to solve the puzzle. Zelda was right, they were invaluable. They had the bargaining power to get a message out to Titus’ brother.

      As if coming to the same conclusion himself, Titus finally nodded.

      “Fair enough, then. We’ll talk specifics later.”

      Zelda smiled at that.

      “We’re all in a hard spot right now,” Kaiden said, resting a hand on each of their shoulders. “But we’re in charge of our own destinies now.” He looked to Titus. “We’ll get a message to your brother.” He looked to Zelda. “We’ll make the rebels work with us.” And, finally, he looked out to the grand plaza, full of players and blue sky and the vast, beautiful world beyond. “And we’ll solve this puzzle, and clear all of our names.”
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      “The evidence Bernstein gathered is still out there, it’s just hidden,” Zelda said, peering out at the sunlit world beyond the shadow of their pavilion.

      Say one thing for Bernstein, say he liked making things difficult. Though, considering how the man had preferred working alone, Kaiden figured they were lucky he had left them a way of finding his information at all.

      “So that cipher, it’s the start of the puzzle?” He squinted at the brass padlock still gripped in Zelda’s hand. It was insane that something so small could lead them to something important enough for the Party to kill over. Important enough that it had the power to topple the government entirely.

      “Actually,” Zelda said, examining the cipher, “it’s more than just the start of the puzzle. I didn’t notice it at first, but… well, it’s best I just show you.”

      She held out the padlock.

      It was an ordinary looking thing, if a bit outdated. A square-shaped body which, presumably, housed the locking mechanisms, and a half-circle of metal above it, meant for attaching the lock to whatever it was supposed to secure. In-game, it was obviously more symbolic than anything. Nonetheless, a series of lights were illuminated on the side of the thing’s casing. Three in total, they glowed a bright, unflinching red.

      “Take it,” Zelda said again, holding the lock out toward him. Kaiden grabbed it. Nova’s artificial intelligence engine recognized this as a trade and the file appeared in his inventory.

      “Hold it in your hand and tap it with your thumb.”

      Kaiden did and the file opened via a window that appeared in his vision. Inside were three text documents labeled one through three. Two and three had little padlock icons next to them – didn’t take much to figure out what that meant – but the document titled “One” had already been unlocked. Following his curiosity, Kaiden opened it.

      The window in front of him changed to show a document half-filled with lines of writing.

      “Read it aloud,” Zelda said, giving him a nudge. “I’ve seen it, but Titus needs to hear it. And, if my speculation is correct... well, just read it. Aloud.”

      Kaiden felt his brow furrow as he looked at Zelda. What’s she on about? He turned his attention back to the window.

      Well, there’s one way to find out.

      He cleared his throat, then began reading from the document.

      “You’ve found my cipher, huh? Well, crap. That means I’m dead.” It didn’t take more than a moment to realize this was Bernstein’s writing. It captured his voice far too well. Kaiden could almost hear the old man as if he were reading it himself.

      “I wasn’t supposed to die. I wonder how it happened? Where did I slip up? But, that’s probably not important right now. What is important is you have the cipher. That’s a good thing, assuming you aren’t members of the Party. I locked this thing with a riddle only someone close to me would have been able to answer, so you’re probably not Party members. I certainly hope not, at least. Anyway. Let’s get down to it.”

      “If you have the cipher, you’re likely chasing my data. All the evidence I gathered against the Party. In a perfect world, I’d just be able to hand it to you, and that’d be that. But, as I’m sure you now realize, this is far from a perfect world. And if I just gave you this information, you wouldn’t be ready to do what needs to be done with it. So, I’ve created something of a puzzle. My own little quest, if you will. Complete it and you’ll prove yourself worthy of my hidden data and strong enough to do what has to be done. I must warn you: this will not be a simple quest, but there is good reason for it. All that in time, though. If you feel you’re ready to begin this quest, read the text at the bottom of this document.”

      Kaiden paused there, stopping before reading any further. He wanted to continue, had to fight himself from scrolling to the bottom of the page and reading Bernstein’s final lines, but there was something he needed to do first. He looked to Zelda, then to Titus.

      “The way this thing makes it sound, there isn’t any going back from here. If we accept this quest, we’re all in. Are you okay with that?”

      “We killed a warden captain and busted our way out of prison,” Titus said. “Can we get anymore ‘all in’?”

      Kaiden nodded at that with a chuckle. He tells it straight, that’s for sure.

      He turned to Zelda next.

      “Oh, come on, Kai. Do you even need to ask me?”

      He outright laughed at that. “Yeah, it was a dumb question.”

      “Read the text already.”

      He turned his eyes back to the document, took a moment to gather himself, then scrolled down to the final lines of text and read them aloud.

      
        
        “The base commander’s nowhere to be seen,

        And something’s bugging the Blade Queen.

        The next clue awaits you in holy fire,

        If first you survive Her Majesty’s ire.”

      

      

      Kaiden paused after reading the lines and looked up from the document.

      “A riddle? What’s a riddle going to–”

      
        
        Quest: The Blade Queen’s Ire

        Stage 1: Investigate the missing base commander

        Expected difficulty: Novice

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, 520 credits

      

      

      Wait... what? Did Bernstein’s riddle just trigger a quest? Kaiden balked as he read the system message, but he couldn’t help a smile from pulling at his lips. The topmost light on the outside of the cipher blinked from red to orange.

      “Did we just get a quest straight from Bernstein?”

      Zelda was smiling now, too.

      “In a manner of speaking, yes.”

      “Hold up.” Titus frowned, his eyes distant, no doubt reading the quest message again. “How is a dead guy giving us a quest?”

      A good question. A really good question, in fact. Kaiden’s curiosity hardly dampened his excitement, however.

      “It’s the AI engine,” Zelda explained, smiling as she did so. “I had a suspicion this might happen. One of Nova’s more innovative features is that NPCs – that is, non-player characters – can adapt to changing situations in-game and assign quests. That’s how – what was his name, uh, Marty? – back in Boyd City was able to give Kai the arena fight quest.”

      Kaiden nodded along.

      Sure, sure. That all makes sense.

      “But Bernstein wasn’t an NPC.”

      “He wasn’t, but neither were Sergeant Dawson or Captain Thorne, and yet they both assigned us quests. The AI doesn’t just adapt based on what NPCs say, but also to align with player goals. Remember when we took down the assassin, Jax, and learned the truth about Thorne? The AI engine automatically adapted to include confronting Thorne as part of the quest.”

      “That’s insane,” Kaiden said. And it was. He’d never read much about Nova’s AI engine, but now he was starting to want to. How advanced was it?

      “So, essentially, because we’re trying to find Bernstein’s clue, the game is adapting to give us a quest in line with that goal?”

      “I’m sure there’s a much more technical explanation, but to put it simply, yes.”

      “A riddle that leads to a quest, that will lead, let me guess, to another riddle?” Titus said, shaking his head. “How long is this going to take?”

      “The sooner we figure out the clue, the sooner we can get to solving it,” Kaiden said, careful with his words around the still-simmering big man.

      Zelda jumped at the opportunity, launching immediately into an explanation. Clearly, she’d been thinking on this already.

      “I’ve been digesting this clue for a while now. I’m pretty sure I’ve figured it out.” She paused, then recited the riddle again. “‘The base commander’s nowhere to be seen, and something’s bugging the Blade Queen. The next clue awaits you in holy fire, if first you survive Her Majesty’s ire.’”

      Kaiden followed along as she spoke, working through what Bernstein could possibly be trying to tell them. ‘Blade Queen’ particularly stood out. That seemed an obvious enough starting point. Was there a character in the game called the ‘Blade Queen’?

      “The first line isn’t very helpful,” Zelda said, taking on the tone of a teacher explaining a complex topic to her class. “But the second line is a dead giveaway. I mean, who doesn’t know the Blade Queen?”

      An awkward moment of silence passed in which Titus slowly raised his hand. Kaiden hesitated, then joined him.

      Zelda groaned.

      “I’m going to buy you two a manual for Nova. Like, an old-fashioned, ink and paper manual for Nova, and make you study it.”

      Titus fought it, but a grin broke onto his face. “But then what would we need you for?”

      Oh hell. That was a good one. Kaiden almost took a step back, preparing for Zelda’s response. Acting entirely out of character, she ignored the comment in favor of simply rolling her eyes, then continued her explanation.

      Kaiden shot Titus a small grin and mouthed ‘nice one.’

      The big man still looked a bit angry, but he was coming around. He shook his head, then chuckled himself.

      “The Blade Queen,” Zelda said, snapping to recapture their attention, “is a queen on Zeross.”

      “Okay, great,” Kaiden said. “We have a planet. That’s a starting point! So what do we think is bugging this queen?

      “Nothing’s bugging her,” Zelda explained. “The Blade Queen isn’t a human queen. She’s a Grachnid.” Zelda paused for a second, her eyes going distant. A moment later she shared a link with them. Kaiden opened it and was greeted with a short video.

      Recorded in Nova, it was from a player’s helmet cam. He was running from something, screaming about getting an evac. And then the ground in front of him was boiling. But no, not boiling. Churning, roiling, as something rose up from beneath it.

      “That’s a Grachnid,” Zelda said as what could only be described as a man-sized crab-spider hybrid burst from the ground. The player’s screams were short-lived as a barrage of stabbing legs and crushing pincers made short work of his health bar. The player collapsed face first to the ground and the video went black.

      “Nothing’s ‘bugging’ the Blade Queen. She’s literally a bug,” Zelda said, though at this point Kaiden was sure no explanation was needed.

      “I think I know why the base commander is missing,” Titus said, chewing on his lip.

      Tell me about it. Kaiden closed the video and gripped his hammer a little tighter. He’d never been fond of bugs of the normal-sized variety, much less any giant space cousins of theirs. But there was nothing for it. If Bernstein’s riddle sent them to a bug planet, so be it. They would go.

      “So we’re headed to Zeross, then?”

      Zelda nodded. “To find that missing base commander and see if we can’t figure out the rest of the riddle.”

      “It’s not much to go on, but it’s a start,” Titus said.

      “Sounds like we’re going to need Lieutenant Ellenton and the Borrelly,” Kaiden said, before remembering that little thing about killing Captain Thorne and busting their way out of the Warden program. “Er, um. On second thought, maybe we find our own ride?”
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      “According to the city map, the main public starport is just a minute’s walk away,” Kaiden said, allowing the game to auto-map their way there. “Well, a couple minutes,” he corrected as he told the map to plot a route that would avoid the more populous areas. “We should be able to book a transport ship there. Something that can get us out to Zeross.”

      “That’d be about the slowest way to get there,” Zelda said, scrunching up her face as if thinking. “And I don’t love the idea of being trapped on a ship with other players. Makes us an easy target for the Warden Corps if someone recognizes us.”

      “So we buy our own ship,” Titus said with a shrug, as if it was that simple.

      “We don’t have the money.” Kaiden checked his inventory. We definitely don’t have the money.

      “We don’t have to get anything expensive, just a burner ship. Some piece of trash with an airlock and engines, right? We’d do the same thing before a job back when I was with the King Street boys. Get some scrap heap with four wheels and an engine, do the job, then ditch the ride. If we’re trying to avoid attention, that’s the best way to do it.”

      “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.” Zelda touched a knuckle to her lip.

      Titus gave Kaiden a nod as if to say “Told ya so.”

      “I might be able to coerce the rebels into transferring us some funds to make it possible,” Zelda said, her voice fading to a whisper as she stopped talking to them so much as herself. “Yeah, this could work.”

      “All right, well, that sounds like a plan to me.” Kaiden waved them along. “Let’s get to it. Destination: starport.”

      It took a few steps in the sunlight before his character’s eyes adjusted to the drastic shift from the shadows that had hidden them previously. Luckily, they were exiting the plaza through a less used side and there weren’t too many other players around. A fair few NPCs, perhaps, but they were going about their programmed business, uninterested in passing players.

      The quickest route to the starport would have been pretty much a straight shot down the city’s main thoroughfare, but that probably wouldn’t have worked out too well with their ‘don’t attract attention’ plan. As such, the new route Kaiden had selected took them through a winding maze of alleys and side streets.

      There wasn’t any real need to actively manage his character, so Kaiden selected the ‘auto-follow’ function and relaxed a moment as the game guided him through the route at a steady walk. It was then that he finally had time to pay attention to the lingering combat text from the Thorne fight, still filling the side of his vision. He’d gained a large amount of EXP – no surprise – some stat points, and leveled up to fifteen. No new abilities, though. They’d been in such a hurry after defeating Thorne that he hadn’t had time to assign his stat points or check his character sheet. With a few minutes to spare, he pulled it up now.

      So really, not much has changed. All of his attributes had gone up by one point each, as was usual with a level up, and he’d been granted three unassigned stat points. So far, he’d been pumping almost all of them into dexterity, the primary stat for his class. Thankfully, his Void-Warped Enhanced Hammer was still equipped, giving him the plus two boost to his dexterity and strength as well.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 15

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 30 (+2) 	Intelligence: 24

        Endurance: 30 		Perception: 24

        Dexterity: 54 (+2) 	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Hammer Smash, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Burst of Speed, Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      As an enhanced warden, Kaiden relied on speed and critical strikes in combat. As such, dexterity was the best stat to feed to maximize those two. His Void-Warped Enhanced Hammer that he’d looted also gave a twenty-five percent boost to critical damage, which added even more reason to aim for critical blows. His fighting style wasn't the only one, though.

      As a shield warden, filling the tank role, Titus would be relying on endurance and strength. And as a blast warden, filling the ranged role, Zelda would be dumping her points into perception and intelligence. Those stats were all useful, but Kaiden’s strategy of maxing his dexterity stat had worked quite well so far.

      If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

      He assigned the three points to dexterity, bringing it up to fifty-four.

      “I don’t know if either of you found time to update your character sheets after the fight with Thorne, but now’s probably a good time,” Kaiden said through comms as they walked.

      “Oh, true that,” Titus said from a step behind him. “Huh. Check this out,” he said, then shared a screenshot with them. It showed Kaiden’s back and the buildings around them, but the focus of the image was clearly marked by the obnoxiously big red circle and accompanying arrow pointing to a system message.

      
        
        Ability Unlocked!

        Shield of Rage (Replaces Shield of Fury): Produces a blast of energy from the warden’s shield that deals +150% base damage to all targets in range.

        Range: 10ft

        Cost: 30 charge

        Cooldown: 5 seconds

      

      

      “Oh, a replacement ability,” Zelda said. “That’s interesting. Similar to how choosing blast warden disabled my melee attacks.”

      “Though somewhat less limiting,” Kaiden pointed out.

      “You call it limiting, I call it freeing. Close combat is overrated. If I want to touch my enemies, I can do it after blowing them apart from a dozen paces.”

      And so she had done in their previous fights, Kaiden knew. The composition of the group was pretty standard, Titus tanking while Zelda attacked from afar, but things got a little weird once Kaiden himself joined the mix. As an enhanced warden, he played a support role – not necessarily ideal in a small group. A more damage-heavy class, like power warden, probably would have made a better choice, but Kaiden hadn’t exactly made his specialization decision in the best of circumstances. Choosing a spec just to get access to a speed boost because one was in the act of chasing down an assassin probably wasn’t how Nova’s developers had intended the process to function. But it had worked out for the best. The enhanced warden class was far more powerful than many gave it credit for, when used correctly.

      Lost in his thoughts, Kaiden noticed a new addition to his heads-up display. In the bottom corner, where previously there’d only been the settings icon and logout button, a new option had appeared. Instead of the gear icon or power symbol of the other two, it bore the silhouettes of three people. Kaiden selected it and a new window opened on his screen.

      
        
        Active wardens are restricted from communicating with other non-warden players via direct messages or otherwise private channels. As such, their social options are disabled. As a free warden, this is no longer the case. Welcome to your “Social” window. You can now communicate directly with other players, create private chat channels, and view extraneous social features such as geocaches.

      

      

      Direct messages and private chat channels made sense to him. Good features to have, probably. But geocaches? He’d never heard of such a thing in Nova. Curiosity guiding him, he focused on the “Geocache” option and flipped it to “on.”

      His vision was assaulted with a near-suffocating barrage of icons everywhere he looked.

      Whoa. Okay, slow down now.

      Little note icons, like simplified pieces of paper, were plastered all over the streets and buildings around him. Geocaches, apparently. They opened automatically whenever he drew within a step of them, plastering his screen with messages.

      
        
        Marty-tim3 was here and rocks!!

      

        

      
        Raccoon18 defeated walter43 here in a duel. It was epic.

      

        

      
        Marty-tim3 is lame!

      

        

      
        Test. Test. Is this how you make a geocache?

      

      

      Whenever Kaiden walked out of range of a note it would disappear. Unfortunately, the street was so filled with them, another one or more would instantly open.

      
        
        Need a player dead? Want your kids to stay off Nova so they’re forced to study? Message the Oneshot Guild. Effective and discreet. Expert assassins, at criminal prices.

      

      

      He could manually close the notes one by one, but there were far too many to keep up with while moving.

      Looking up, he saw it wasn’t just the streets and buildings at eye level that were plastered with geocaches, but even harder to reach locations. Understandably, the icons were less dense there, but still there were geocaches on roofs, or the tops of spires, and even sometimes stuck inexplicably in the middle of smooth, featureless walls a couple stories high.

      Obviously, this was a popular feature among players. Too popular, perhaps. When Kaiden couldn’t take the barrage of geocached notes, he flipped the option back to “off.” His vision blissfully cleared.

      Sheesh. Let’s maybe leave that feature off, huh?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was a couple more minutes of walking and fidgeting with settings before the starport loomed up in front of them. It was a large building, circular in shape and rising from the ground like some sort of alien, though elegant, beehive. Its hangar bays were exposed, revealing a sort of honeycomb shape to them. The bays lined the outside of the building, stacked one atop the other from top to bottom and side to side.

      The entrance was two double doors at the base of the structure which were presently sealed. As Kaiden’s group approached, the doors projected a message into the air.

      ‘Bay number and ship registration required for admittance.’

      “So how do we get in?” Kaiden asked, coming to a stop as the route ended.

      “Without a ship, we don’t,” Zelda answered, then waved him and Titus off to the side. A small console was embedded in the wall there. On it, lines of text scrolled past in a constant flow from top to bottom, detailing ship name, captain name, and status of said ship.

      “SS Noob Wrecker, Captain UniversalDoMinator, privately owned ship,” Titus said, reading from the screen. “SS Indestructible II, Captain Terobro, privately owned ship.” He paused, then frowned. “These don’t look like they’re for sale.”

      “They’re not, but this is the full hangar manifest. You can filter the list,” Zelda pointed out, then unchecked all of the search criteria boxes except “For Sale,” “For Hire,” and, for whatever reason, “Derelict.”

      “What are ‘derelict’ ships?” Kaiden asked. “I highly doubt people are just abandoning something as expensive as a ship.”

      “They’re likely not, but who knows? There aren’t normally many abandoned ships,” she explained as the screen displayed a loading icon. “But when a player quits Nova, they obviously can’t take their in-game assets into the real world. So normally they’d cash out, selling all their stuff and converting it into real money. In cases where someone doesn’t sell all their stuff, though, it gets marked as abandoned. It’s extremely rare for something as valuable as a spaceship, but maybe we can snag a deal.”

      As she finished, the results popped up on the screen. The new list was considerably shorter than the old one, but there were a few options.

      “Ship for sale, ship for sale, ship for hire,” Titus said under his breath, reading through the list. He paused. “These are all way too expensive. We can’t afford even…” He squinted at the list. “The SS Rust Bucket.”

      “We’ll have to hire something, then. Or see how much money Zelda can coerce out of the rebels.” Kaiden looked around before mentioning the rebels, then remembered he and his team were talking through a private comm channel. “How much do you think you can get out of them—”

      “Hold up a minute.” Zelda cut him off unceremoniously and leaned in closer to the screen. “SS Veritas II. That was Bernstein’s ship.”

      “Wait, really?” Kaiden leaned in toward the screen, which read ‘Captain Bernstein_14.’ “No kidding. Why would his ship be here?”

      “I mean, Hopewell is a thoroughly non-PVP area, so if Bernstein was trying to avoid being killed in-game, there’s no better place. When the Party found him, they no doubt forced him to move to a PVP zone. And it makes sense they wouldn’t want him to bring his maxed-out ship along.” She paused a moment, as if thinking.

      “The Veritas is a dreadnought-class ship, though, so there’s no way it’s actually here.” Zelda leaned back and looked up into the sky. “A ship of that size would have to be docked at Alafia’s orbital station. Bernstein must’ve landed its transport shuttle here, though. An on-planet port like this can’t hold anything much bigger than a corvette.”

      “Dreadnought class?” Kaiden had perked up at that. “That must be one tricked-out ship. And Bernstein was max level, right? So that thing has to be well-equipped.”

      Zelda looked back down at the screen. “It was. From what he told me, at least. That baby was his pride and joy.”

      “But Bernstein’s dead,” Titus interjected. “How is his ship still here?”

      Kaiden pointed at the screen. He’d been wondering the same thing, but the answer was right in front of them.

      “Derelict ship. Bernstein didn’t have a chance to cash out before... well, before he was killed.” Kaiden tapped on the ship’s name, hoping it would bring up more details. It didn’t.

      “Can we ask someone about this? An attendant, or something?”

      “Yeah, we’re going to have to. I don’t see a date that it goes up for sale.” She turned to Kaiden and Titus. “Guys, we could buy this thing for an incredible deal. We just have to figure out when it goes up for sale and make sure we’re the first ones offering to buy it.”

      “Dreadnought class,” Titus said, smiling. “I wouldn’t mind traveling in something that sounds that badass.” He looked around. “Who do we talk to?”

      “Dockmaster,” Kaiden said, pointing to the sign he’d just spotted. It hung in the air above a small booth attached to the side of the building. A bored-looking man sat inside, watching something on his handheld console.

      Zelda jogged over and caught his attention. She asked him something as Kaiden and Titus followed.

      “The Veritas II?” he said, laughing as Kaiden stepped up behind Zelda. “Sure, you can buy it, you just have to wait, oh…” He looked down to a terminal in his booth and flipped through a few screens. “Ah, here it is. Yeah, the account on that baby is paid up for the next twenty-six months.”

      Twenty-six months? Hell. He knew Bernstein had always been prepared, but paying up his Nova account more than two years in advance? That was insane. But he couldn’t deny it definitely sounded like Bernstein.

      “What if we can’t wait that long?” Titus asked, muscling up to the small window and speaking to the man through a slit in the glass.

      The dockmaster laughed again.

      “I guess you better find another ship, then. That thing’s not going anywhere anytime soon.”

      “We knew the owner,” Kaiden said. “Bernstein_14. He was a good friend of ours. There has to be a way we can take care of his ship for him.” He paused. “Uh, it’s what he would have wanted.”

      “Well, there is one way…” the dockmaster said.

      A chance? Yes!

      The man in the booth looked both ways, as if checking if anyone was in earshot, then leaned in close. Kaiden did the same.

      “You can wait twenty-six months, then buy it once it’s up for auction, kid.” He burst into laughter, leaning back in his chair and waving them away. “Now either ask me a question I can actually help you with or get outta here.” He turned his attention back to his handheld console, which was tuned in to some sort of ship race.

      “You don’t understand,” Titus said, tapping his hammer against the booth’s glass. “We need that ship.”

      “No, big man, what you need is to get out of here before I call security on you. Free wardens or not, no one just walks up here and gets special treatment.” He spun in his chair, turning away from them.

      Well, damn. So that’s it? We’re going to have to find another ship? Kaiden squeezed the handle of his hammer and cursed. They were so close! Surely a ship like that would be a huge advantage. The last thing they needed right now was to be shot down by the Warden Corps or caught by pirates because whatever piece of junk they’d been able to afford was the lowest tier ship in the game.

      “Wait! Sir!” Zelda said, putting on her most polite tone. “A ship like the Veritas would have a crew, right? Or at least a dedicated mechanic to check on it once in a while as long as it’s in port, right?”

      The dockmaster gave her the stink eye for a moment, then sighed.

      “If it gets you out of my hair, then yes.” He glanced down at the ship details displayed on the booth’s terminal. “It has a first mate. Man by the name of Caesarius Acton.”

      “Perfect!” Zelda gave a big smile. “Where can we find him?”

      “Well, how the hell should I know?” The dockmaster waved her off and spun back around in his chair. “Check the bar or whatever. Best place to look for a sailor.” With that, he pressed a button on his control panel and the glass of the booth changed from transparent to a clouded white. Only a vague outline of the man was visible through it.

      “Closest bar is Chromosphere Callie’s,” Kaiden said, quickly referencing the map. “But what, we’re just going to walk in and start asking around?” That seemed about the slowest and least effective method of finding their man.

      “We don’t have any other leads,” Zelda said, shrugging. “At the least, we can find this Caesarius Acton guy. He might not be able to just give us the Veritas, but maybe he can help in other ways. If he knew Bernstein, then there’s a chance he knows about the cipher. Maybe he was even around when Bernstein prepared the puzzle. We should at least give this a try before I go beg the rebels to help us buy a ship.”

      “And maybe,” Kaiden added, “we can bum a ride off of him.”
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      As it happened, asking every patron of Chromosphere Callie’s if they knew a Caesarius Acton was every bit as slow and ineffective as Kaiden had imagined. Two hours later and he’d had his fill of blank stares, unhelpful scowls, and “Get losts.”

      All that, and they hadn’t even worked their way through half of the bar. Though to call it a bar seemed a criminal understatement. It was more of a palace. A great, multi-storied, shadow- and smoke-filled palace.

      Almost as if mimicking the style of the spaceport a block away, Callie’s was a rounded building, with a great, dome arcing toward the sky. Kaiden and the others had entered through a tight doorway that led down a narrow hall. Passing through a curtain at the end of said hall, they’d emerged into the place’s grand entry hall, theatre, and bar, all rolled into one.

      There wasn’t a stage per se, but the center of the room did contain a reasonably flat area where a series of decidedly drunken NPCs were dancing and singing to something that was likely supposed to be music. Running about a quarter of the length of the exterior walls on either side of the room were two bars. Long, polished counters of imitation wood waxed to a blinding sheen were manned by several bartenders. Mechanics and, from their dress and language, undoubtedly sailors, clogged every open space of the room, calling for more drinks, or when they had drinks, racing to finish them while shouting at one another above the noise of the ‘performance.’

      Above, there was a ceiling, but only on the far end of a vast open space that stretched up three stories above. Unevenly sized balconies and private spaces that looked very much like theatre boxes jutted from the walls at seemingly random intervals, rising up and up, ever higher. Even these were crowded, though the audience there seemed a bit less raucous than the masses on the ground level.

      In their two hours of asking around, Kaiden and the others had only made their way through about two thirds of the ground floor and the environment was growing more and more hostile by the moment.

      “Look, kid, I told ya already,” Larken, the large, space suit-wearing man Kaiden was questioning said, slamming his fist down on a table. “There’s no one here by that name. We’ve got Frank, Hectar, Jim-George and Mr. Yoki.” He pointed to the members of his table. Each looked rougher than the last, wearing various iterations of oil-stained and use-worn space suits or mechanics’ overalls. “Them sound like the kind of folks what know a man named Caesarius Acton?” Larken waved his hands as if at the ridiculousness of the name. “Now leave us to drink in peace before you start something you’re not prepared to finish.”

      Kaiden focused on Larken, pulling up his details.

      
        
        Larken (NPC)

        Human Ship Mechanic

        Faction: Government of Alafia

        Recruit, tier 2

      

      

      Hmm, that's unusual. Normally NPC details included their levels. For Larken, though, it only showed 'Recruit, tier 2.' What does that mean? Are ship crew NPCs levelled differently or something? Whatever the case, 'Recruit, tier 2' certainly didn't sound intimidating. Kaiden decided to run with the idea that it wasn't.

      “Look, not to be rude, but there’s a bit of a level discrepancy between us,” he said, being honest with the man. “I’m not looking for trouble, but I’m also not backing down on this. Someone here has to know this guy. We have it on good authority that he hangs out in a bar somewhere near the space dock.”

      Being truthful, Kaiden was pretty sure the dockmaster would have said whatever he needed to in order to make them leave him alone, but circumstances being what they were, well, it was the best authority they were going to get.

      “You ain’t just stirring up trouble with us, punk. You start something in here and every crew what knows the meaning of honor is gonna come down on you. Hard.” Larken gestured to the room as he spoke. Kaiden turned his eyes out to the unfamiliar faces around him. Admittedly, a fair few of them were too familiar, having already run through this same routine with him. There were a lot of NPCs in the room with the designation of ‘Sailor,’ or ‘Ship Mechanic,’ ‘Pilot,’ or some variation of ‘Ship’s Mate.’

      “Like I said, I’m not looking for trouble—”

      Kaiden was cut short as, across the room, whoever Titus had been questioning flipped a table and tackled him.

      “Looks like trouble’s found you anyway.” Larken cracked his knuckles as he stood and the rest of the men around the table did the same.

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Disturbing the Peace – 100 EXP!

        A member of your party has instigated a bar fight. Probably not what you’re supposed to do on the starting planet, but sure, why not? You have to learn how to respawn sometime, right?

      

      

      “So... we’re doing this?” Kaiden raised his hammer as he backed away. A few more steps and he bumped into someone. Zelda, he realized, looking over his shoulder.

      “I take it you didn’t find our man?” she asked.

      “Not unless our man is a lumbering brute of a sailor by the name of Larken.”

      “Yeah, same here.” She nodded to the rapidly forming ring of sailors and other crewmen around them. “Not exactly how I hoped this would go.”

      “No, not quite.”

      Kaiden flicked his shield on as an unspoken signal seemed to pass through the crowd. Everyone was moving. Some toward the door, others toward them.

      Apparently, not all of what Larken had boasted was true. Or maybe there just weren’t that many ship crews worth their honor, because as the atmosphere in the room shifted, a mere twenty or so opponents stepped up to face them.

      Kaiden frowned anyway.

      Twenty was no small number. The level discrepancy was likely in their favor, but Kaiden still had no idea how NPC ship crew stacked up against real players. Kaiden wondered if this encounter was scaled to the level or number of players involved. He suspected if a level one player started a bar fight alone, only a couple of crewmen would have joined in.

      “Any good ideas on how we might avoid this fight?” Kaiden asked over his shoulder, raising his hammer nonetheless.

      “My Atmospheric Charge ability is already gaining charge. That means the game considers us in combat. The fight’s already started.”

      Well, there it was. One way or another, they were committed. Fight our way to victory or fight our way to an escape. Either one works. It’d been a few days since the fight with Thorne, and as high as the stakes had been then, he had to admit he’d enjoyed it. It’d been even longer since Kaiden had fought an opponent not horribly above his level. Compared to everything he’d been through so far, enemies that were weaker than him felt a relief. Maybe he’d even enjoy himself a little.

      “There’s too many of them for me to keep them off of you all at once,” he said to Zelda, running through strategies in his head.

      She opened her mouth to respond but was cut short as the sailors around them shouted, then charged as one.

      Their shout was met with another and then Titus was barreling through using Shield Charge. His legs moved in a blur of speed and he hurtled through the crowd, leading with his shield. Those in his path were either launched out of it or trampled underfoot.

      The first attackers had just about reached Kaiden when Titus cut them off, crashing in and knocking the men aside. Their health bars all drained to somewhere around sixty percent.

      “We fight together. We’re stronger that way,” Titus said, spinning to place his back against theirs. “Oh, and sorry. I might have, well, let’s just say that sailor took offense to my description of his mom.”

      Make up for it by winning this fight, Kaiden wanted to say, but the brief reprieve Titus’ charge had bought was over and attacking sailors were all around.

      Someone in the crowd fired a blaster twice but Kaiden’s shield was active and absorbed the shots. In response to the damage, his charge bar filled to twenty out of one hundred and ten. The guy seemed to have a decent blaster for a starting area. More evidence this encounter was scaled to them.

      Just enough for Hammer Toss, Kaiden thought, then focused on the shooter and activated the ability. His hammer flew through the air like a rocket aimed directly at the shooter’s head. It caught him with a resounding clang, hitting the man for double damage. His health flashed, then dropped significantly, down to somewhere around twenty percent.

      Ha! Man, despite the circumstances, it felt good to get a little action again. Then the sailors closest to him sprung forward with a volley of attacks.

      Kaiden blocked with his shield as a club slammed down at him. He absorbed the attack, gaining charge, but was unable to stop the next one. It caught him in the side, made his health bar flash, then lower slightly. He turned toward that opponent, but only in time to take another attack from behind, then another after that.

      His health bar flashed and dropped to eighty-five percent. An electric baton came lashing in and Kaiden blocked it. His charge bar filled significantly. Nearly all of his abilities were online now.

      Hammer Toss was still on cooldown, but he had Hammer Smash for area of effect damage, Burst of Speed for evasiveness, and even Blur, which would make him near impossible to hit. Combined with Riposte, he could unleash some devastating counterattacks. But first, he needed room to breathe.

      He could already hear Zelda blasting away with her hammer from behind, but she wasn’t built for melee combat. Buying her time needed to be Kaiden’s first priority.

      “Zelda, Titus, can you buy me a few seconds to cast something?”

      “Been waiting to use this," Titus said, then stabbed his shield into the ground. As he did, his new ability triggered. “Shield of Rage, coming at ya!”

      His shield’s surface flashed rapidly, as if a tiny lightning storm was raging inside it. A moment later, the flashes turned into explosions that rushed out to engulf the enemies around them.

      Meanwhile, Zelda charged a glowing ball of energy on the end of her hammer. Kinetic Grenade, Kaiden remembered, as the ability’s details flashed in the corner of his vision thanks to his enhanced warden visor.

      
        
        Ability: Kinetic Grenade

        You throw a ball of energy from your hammer-gun. Explodes on impact.

        Deals +250% base damage to targets within 1 foot and +150% for all others.

        Radius: 15 feet

        Range: 30 feet

        Cost: 50 charge

        Cooldown: 3 minutes

      

      

      Before the text had fully faded from view, Zelda swung her hammer down and flung the ball into the crowd. Titus planted his shield in front of the three of them and looked away.

      The grenade exploded in a flash of light and heat that sent the closest sailors flying, their health bars empty before they hit the ground.

      In the wake of the explosion, the remaining attackers, some with their health knocked down into the yellow and others still in the green, stood several feet back, as if unsure.

      Kaiden activated Flash Bang and turned to the others as it charged.

      “Cover your eyes!” he shouted through their private comms channel.

      The closest of the mob seemed back to their senses now. They charged in, weapons raised. Flash Bang detonated before they got close.

      
        
        Ability: Flash Bang

        Discharge an intense light from your shield that blinds opponents within 10 feet for 5 seconds. Has a 3-second cast time.

        Cost: 25 charge

        Cooldown: 5 minutes

      

      

      Those within range – which was most of the mob – shouted and covered their eyes, thoroughly blinded.

      “Have at ‘em,” Kaiden said. Zelda opened up with a Scatter Shot, ten energy blasts launching from the end of her hammer-gun in an expanding burst. More than a few sailors caught the attack in the chest. A few who’d been injured by the grenade earlier went down.

      
        
        Sailor assisted kill - 85 EXP gained!

        Sailor assisted kill - 85 EXP gained!

        First Mate assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Mechanic assisted kill - 85 EXP gained!

      

      

      Combat text and EXP filled the side of Kaiden’s vision, but he ignored it, unleashing his own attacks on the enemies in front of him. They were still blinded by Flash Bang, which made them easy targets.

      No reason to hold back, Kaiden thought, then activated Burst of Speed. Energy surged into his legs and the world seemed to slow around him.

      The closest sailor was rubbing his eyes as Kaiden brought a hammer down on his head for extra damage. The next sailor was blinking rapidly. Kaiden's hammer caught him in the elbow, a crippling blow. Another attack and the already grenade-damaged sailor fell dead.

      Combined with his higher level, the extra damage from critical strikes, and the extra damage from his Void-Warped Enhanced Hammer, every sailor Kaiden attacked went down quickly enough.

      
        
        Sailor assisted kill - 85 EXP gained!

        Ship Gunner assisted kill - 85 EXP gained!

        Mechanic assisted kill - 85 EXP gained!

      

      

      The kills, and experience, rolled in. It was too bad this was a starter world encounter; even scaled, these opponents didn’t offer much in the way of EXP. One, two, three, then four opponents went down without even seeing Kaiden coming. But then Flash Bang’s stun wore off and the enemies still standing were able to fight back.

      “Don't give them a chance," Kaiden shouted, then attacked with renewed ferocity. Zelda and Titus did the same, chaining attacks together to clear the room of opponents. Some of the sailors, seeing the shift in the battle, up and ran, further thinning the ranks. Those that stayed, however, drew Kaiden's attention, and that of his hammer.

      Looking to end things swiftly, Kaiden activated Blur.

      
        
        Ability: Blur

        You discharge a small energy field so that your movements appear to blur, increasing your dodge chance by 25%. Does not affect the chances of AOE effects to hit you.

        Cost: 5 charge per second for 10 seconds

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      At five charge per second, the ability would max out at fifty, meaning he had just enough charge left. With the twenty-five percent dodge boost from the ability, and the speed boost from Burst of Speed, if was safe to assume he wouldn’t be taking too many more hits.

      The edges of his avatar shaking and out of focus, as if rapidly vibrating, Kaiden plunged into the remaining enemies. The nearest of them stabbed in with a laser-lined sword, but missed by a wide margin.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

      

      

      Kaiden stepped in and brought his hammer down on the swordsman’s head.

      
        
        +25% damage (Riposte x1)

        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (Headshot)

      

      

      The damage text stacked up on the side of the screen, but most of it wasn’t needed. The single, well-aimed blow killed the gunman before the damage had finished accruing.

      
        
        First Mate assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

      

      

      Kaiden didn’t stop there, however. Using a combination of dodges fueled by Blur and extra damage from Riposte, he tore through the mob, dealing critical blows with nearly every swing of his hammer.

      In less than a minute, the remaining attackers had been cleared out. One last mechanic made a run for the door, but a well-aimed Burst Arrow from Zelda caught him in the back and drained his health bar. He collapsed in a heap on the floor.

      
        
        Mechanic assisted kill - 85 EXP gained!

      

      

      Since we're in a party, pretty much every kill is an assist, Kaiden remembered. Fair enough.

      Across the room, one of the bartenders poked his head up from where he’d been hiding.

      “You’re paying for all this damage, right?” he shouted, scowling at them from behind several shattered bottles.

      “Oh, uh. Sorry?” Kaiden said, looking around the room and only then realizing the damage they’d caused. Tables lay broken on the floor beside corpses, discarded weapons, and a near complete coating of shattered glass.

      About a dozen ‘loot corpse’ prompts popped up on his screen, and Kaiden quickly emptied what he could from the inventories of their fallen enemies. Titus and Zelda did the same, but didn’t find much more than he did, he imagined. Unsurprisingly, the patrons of the bar hadn’t exactly been loaded with cash or nice equipment. Typical of a starter zone.

      All things considered, it had been a less challenging fight than Kaiden expected. But that was how things tended to go when they all worked together. Zelda’s Kinetic Grenade followed by his Flash Bang had proved an effective one-two punch to weaken the bulk of the combatants.

      “Do excuse me,” a man’s voice said. Kaiden spun, hammer raised to face whatever new opponent had emerged. Except this wasn’t an opponent.

      “My name’s Caesarius Acton, and from what I’ve heard, you three have been looking for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Severe’ was the first word that came to mind as Kaiden laid eyes on Caesarius Acton. Short hair – light brown, with just a hint of styling in the front – topped a faintly wrinkled face and a mouth set in a thin, straight line. The things Kaiden couldn’t look away from, though, were his eyes. Piercing blue, and quick. They snapped from place to place with a speed that might be considered frantic were it not backed by a distinctly predatory precision.

      Whereas the other patrons of the bar wore oil-stained flight suits or untucked naval uniforms, Caesarius wore a plain but sharp gray sweater. Underneath it, a blue dress shirt and a tie were evident, completing a look that Kaiden could only call ‘formal, but still cool dad.’

      “I’d offer you a drink but, well, something tells me this will be the last drink poured at the Chromosphere for some time.” He raised his glass and looked forlornly at the drink, some sort of futuristic version of scotch. “Pity,” he said, then emptied the liquid down his throat.

      “Caesarius! You were Bernstein’s first mate!” Kaiden said, shaking off the shock at finding the man so suddenly. Fresh adrenaline pumped through him. “We want to ask you about the Veritas and what Bernstein was doing—”

      The man silenced him with a gesture then tilted his head to one side.

      “Call me Acton. And Hopewell’s security is on the way.”

      What? Kaiden listened closely for a moment. He couldn’t hear anything, and he’d received no alerts or system messages.

      “How do you know? I don’t hear a thing.”

      Acton nodded to the nearest bar, where the bartender froze like a deer in headlights, then slowly set down the handheld console he’d been speaking into. He gave them what Kaiden assumed was supposed to be an innocent smile.

      “I was checking my messages?” he said. From the look on his face, even he didn’t buy it.

      “Right.” Acton turned toward the back of the room. “It appears our introductions will have to be somewhat abbreviated. If security is on the way, it’s time I take my leave.” He strode through the wreckage of the room, closed-lace dress shoes navigating with practiced precision through the mess of shattered glass and discarded bodies.

      “Coming?” he said over his shoulder.

      Kaiden looked to Zelda but she was already in motion, jogging after the man.

      “I guess we are,” Titus said, following her.

      A siren’s wail from the street outside launched Kaiden into motion and he followed the group through what remained of the bar. Acton led them into a back room where a small amount of quick-prep food was stored, alongside a planet’s worth of alcohol, then out a doorway and into an alley. Outside, the sirens of the security forces were positively screaming, but Acton never broke pace. Still moving quickly, but not so much as to attract attention, he led them away from Chromosphere Callie’s and into a labyrinth of alleys. Some of them Kaiden recognized from their route to the starport earlier, but it wasn’t long before he was thoroughly lost.

      When they were finally out of earshot of the sirens, Acton stopped in the middle of a small, private courtyard. It was no more than ten paces across; warehouses and converted warehouse-apartments crowded close, sheltering them from the world without. Or smothering them, maybe.

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Consequences are Overrated - 500 EXP

        First you disturbed the peace, now you’ve eluded the authorities. Perhaps you should consider a relocation to Boyd City?

      

      

      “So then,” Acton said, loosening his tie as he turned to face them. “Would anyone care to explain why three free wardens are bringing up my name to everyone on the planet and wrecking my favorite establishment?” The question was asked politely enough, but there was a severity to his gaze as he spoke, a sternness that Kaiden found himself less than eager to test. Nonetheless, he cleared his throat and met the man’s eyes.

      “We were friends of Bernstein’s before…” He paused. Would Acton know Bernstein was dead? Could NPCs even understand something like that?

      “Before he was killed?” Acton finished. “A dreadful affair. Though the way I hear it, the assassin responsible was last seen walking into a warden ambush. Forgive my saying so, but I do hope they were... less than gentle with him.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Kaiden saw Titus smile.

      “We were,” the big man said, hefting his hammer and resting it across one shoulder.

      There was a clear curiosity in Acton’s eyes as he looked at them now, tempered with a touch of respect.

      “You three put down the assassin? Well, then. It would appear I owe you a drink once Bernstein respawns. Though somewhere other than Chromosphere Callie’s, perhaps.”

      “Uh, Acton. About Bernstein,” Zelda said, taking a hesitant step toward him. “I’m... I’m afraid he’s not going to respawn.”

      For a moment, her words were met only with a blank, uncomprehending stare.

      Acton was only an NPC, but Kaiden could imagine how he felt. He remembered all too clearly how it’d been. Everything had happened so quickly: finding the body, then being arrested, then the trial. But later, when things had finally sunk in, the sadness had come. The loss. The guilt.

      He could see something similar in Zelda’s posture. She was slumped slightly, as if a great weight was pressing down on her. She’d known Bernstein for years, as well. Kaiden hadn’t been around to see it, but he’d no doubt the old man’s murder had hit her just as hard.

      To what degree Acton was experiencing any of this was unclear. Kaiden could only guess.

      “I’m sorry,” Zelda said, sighing. She stepped closer again, as if preparing to comfort the man. “But Bernstein left something behind. Something very important that we need to find.”

      “Did he, now?”

      Kaiden produced the cipher from his inventory and held it out. “This will lead us to it.”

      “Ah.” Acton nodded. “And so everything falls into place. I understand now.”

      In one smooth motion he withdrew a pistol from under his sweater, stepped forward, and pressed its barrel into Zelda’s stomach.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Kaiden jumped forward, levelling his hammer and flicking his shield on. Titus did the same, but they were both stopped not a moment later as Acton fired a warning shot just to the side of Zelda. The round exploded into the ground with a spray of sparks.

      “Let’s not make any rash decisions now,” he warned, holding Zelda in place.

      We can’t afford to lose Zelda for a week. Not to mention, can we even take this guy if we do fight him?

      
        
        Caesarius Acton (NPC)

        First Mate

        Faction: Crewman aboard the Veritas II

        Practitioner, tier 3

      

        

      
        Quick Facts: Unique among crew NPCs, first mates are hired on as upgrades to individual ships. With the ability to order repairs, hire crew, and command said crew at inhuman speeds, a first mate is essential to any captain attempting to manage a large crew as effectively as possible. Crews working under a first mate receive a +10% effectiveness bonus when manning their stations. A first mate may only serve on one ship at a time.

      

      

      “We can take him in a fight. I think,” Kaiden said to Titus and Zelda through their private comm channel.

      “But not before he finishes me off. My HP is quite low,” Zelda added. “The guys we fought in Callie’s were all recruits. I don’t know how far above recruit ‘practitioner’ is, but it sounds significant. Best guess, it’d only take a couple of blasts for him to finish me off.”

      “How about we keep this conversation public?” Acton said. “Bernstein gave very specific instructions that I was to help anyone I encountered who had his cipher.”

      “Somehow, this doesn’t feel very helpful,” Zelda said, looking down at the gun pressed to her stomach.

      “Assuming,” Acton continued, “that they were first able to answer a question. A simple one, assuming you really did know Bernstein.”

      “And if we get it wrong?” Titus asked.

      “I’d recommend you don’t.” He didn’t look down at the pistol in his hand, but he didn’t need to. The threat was obvious enough.

      “Ask your question,” Kaiden said, doing his best to keep his tone level. Antagonizing the first mate wasn’t going to do any good, but he also couldn’t stop himself lining up a Hammer Toss.

      I could land the attack, probably. It’d be an easy headshot at this range. We can’t afford to lose Zelda for a week.

      But he didn’t have any charge. One of the limits NextGen had placed on the wardens: it was near impossible to attack without having been attacked first. They were supposed to be peacekeepers, after all. Seeing no other option, Kaiden sighed.

      “Ask away.”

      Acton cleared his throat.

      “One of Bernstein’s guiding values was that ‘The obvious answer is often…’ what?”

      “A distraction,” Kaiden said immediately.

      “True answers are found when one digs deeper,” Zelda added, finishing the old man’s favorite saying.

      “So you did know him?” A change swept over the first mate almost immediately. His body relaxed and his grip loosened. He raised his hands from Zelda and stepped back.

      “Very well. I’ve been instructed to help you however I can.” He decocked his pistol, tucked it back under his sweater, then tipped forward in a slight bow. “Caesarius Acton, at your service.”

      “Bernstein’s ship, the Veritas,” Zelda said, all business as usual as if the man hadn’t just held her at gunpoint. “We saw it’s in port here.”

      “As first mate I have full access to the ship and can operate as acting captain in Bernstein’s absence. I can, of course, grant you access to the ship as if it were your own. But what do you need it for?”

      “We need to get to... Zeross, was it?” Titus answered.

      “Zeross? An old favorite of Bernstein’s, admittedly. But it is a rather desolate world, assuming one isn’t an entomologist. Whyever would you want to go there?”

      Kaiden held up the cipher.

      “This says we need to.”

      Acton frowned, but nodded.

      “So be it.” He extended an arm out to the side as if inviting them along. “To the ship.”

      Kaiden couldn’t help but smile at that. They were each level fifteen, but they were about to be cruising the universe in one of the highest tier ships in the game. A dreadnought! With that beast they’d have the power to challenge even Thorne’s carrier class ship, and their former home base, the Anakoni. Not that he’d any intention of that. Under the radar was the plan.

      All the same, they were going to have one sick ride.
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      “Huh. Looks a bit small for a dreadnought,” Titus said as Acton led them into the private hangar.

      He was right. The ship in front of them was only about double the size of the Borrelly, Lieutenant Ellenton’s shuttle, and that thing had been near maxed out with four or five people on board.

      “No, no, that’s just the shuttle to the Veritas,” Zelda corrected him. “Dreadnoughts are far too big to land anywhere near a city. It’ll be docked up at the orbital station.”

      “No, this is her, all right.” Acton patted the hull of the junker in front of them. “The SS Veritas II.”

      Kaiden frowned.

      “Did you say Veritas II?” he asked, putting extra emphasis on the ‘two’ part of the name.

      “That is her name.” He pointed to the laser-painted letters on the hull.

      “Oh hell…” Zelda rushed to the hangar’s console they’d just passed and began interfacing with the manifest. “SS Veritas...II,” she read aloud with a groan. “Did we... did we actually misread that?” It was less of a question and more a statement of disbelief.

      “So no dreadnought, then?” Titus asked, looking between her and Acton.

      “Dreadnoughts are overrated, attention-attracting behemoths,” the first mate said, shaking his head. “Completely lacking in subtlety of any form. ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick,’ some say. On the contrary, I’d rather speak softly and carry a pistol. Does the job just as well, but slips discreetly into a shoulder holster and won’t ruin the line of your suit.” He smiled. “In time, Bernstein came to agree with me. It is somewhat difficult, after all, to travel unnoticed when you are one of five hundred dreadnought owners in the entirety of the universe.”

      “Are you saying Bernstein got rid of his dreadnought?” Kaiden asked, feeling their chance at it slipping away by the moment.

      “Rid of? Not exactly. It’s on loan to a friend for the time being. A friend who needs it more than us.”

      “I don’t know. Can we talk to whoever this friend is? We really need that ship.”

      Acton shook his head.

      “Not a chance. Bernstein was quite clear on keeping his dreadnought’s whereabouts quiet.”

      “So, what? We’re supposed to fly this... thing?” Zelda asked, exasperation in her voice as she gestured toward the Veritas II.

      “Appearances can be deceiving, you know,” Acton said with a knowing smile.

      “Ooh, is this bad boy equipped with some sort of hidden tech?” Titus asked, striding forward and looking closely. “Secret weapons? A modified engine?”

      “Most assuredly not.”

      Titus frowned. “But you just said appearances can be deceiving.”

      “They can be.” He shrugged. “Just not this time. The Veritas II isn’t a warship. It’s a corvette-class transport with basic weapon systems. It’s intended to fly incognito, not through the middle of a war.”

      As Acton spoke, Kaiden took a moment to observe the ship more closely.

      
        
        SS Veritas II

        Class: Corvette

        Faction Alignment: Unaffiliated

      

      

      He’d never seen a corvette-class ship before. Up until now they’d mostly traveled on shuttles like the Borrelly. Simple ships, they’d been made of a round-edged rectangle with a cockpit up front, a loading door to one side, portholes along the hull, and a loading ramp at the rear. Engine support struts had jutted from the front and rear of the things on either side. Simple designs, really. The Veritas II, in comparison, wasn’t much more complex.

      Where shuttles kept a vaguely rectangular shape, corvettes, it appeared, were more triangular. The cockpit was positioned right at the nose of the ship with a bubble windshield which afforded it a near unobstructed view of everything in the vicinity. From the rear of the two-seat cockpit, the ship stretched back and up like a wedge. It had to be somewhere around forty feet long and twice as high.

      The hull was painted a matte gray. Standard camouflage, as far as Kaiden had seen. There was a door positioned around the neck of the ship, and another much larger one midway along the hull.

      Where the Borrelly had boasted a single row of portholes, denoting its single deck, the corvette had two, one atop the other. So, two interior decks, then?

      The portholes in the top row were close together and opened to show glimpses of some sort of working space. The lower row, positioned near the belly of the ship, were spaced further apart and appeared to lead to crew quarters.

      Four wings rose from the ship, two on each side and tilted at shallow angles. A fifth wing was positioned in the center of them, running vertically along the top of the ship’s hull like a fish’s dorsal fin.

      Two gunner stations, complete with a variety of hull-mounted weapons, were positioned around the neck of the ship, with another on top of the hull, midway along, and two more at the rear. But looking to the back of the ship, Kaiden found himself distracted.

      Shuttles featured a loading ramp on their tail end. Here, there was no room due to the massive engines, seven or eight of them in total. All piled up and strapped together, they looked one confusing mess of hoses and pipes and gaping, currently dormant, thrust exhaust nozzles. Clearly, this was a ship made for speed above all else.

      “The Veritas II might not be much of a fighter, but she’ll outrun just about anything outside of a high tier interceptor.” Acton patted the hull again as he walked along its length. When he arrived at the port-side door, it slid up and open with a hiss. “Come aboard. Let me introduce you to her properly.”
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        * * *

      

      “And, done.” Acton tapped the console screen one final time. “You’re the proud co-owners of the elegant SS Veritas II.” As Acton finished speaking, a barrage of text appeared in Kaiden’s vision.

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Your First Ship - 3,000 EXP!

        Congrats, you now own your first ship! This is a big moment! You’ve unlocked a new way to explore the universe (and about a hundred new ways to die).

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Your First Corvette - 1,000 EXP!

        Anyone can own a ship, but it takes a special kind of mid-life crisis to make you buy a corvette. Congrats on your really expensive metal coffin!

      

      

      
        
        Level 16 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      Jeez, that’s a lot to take in at once. The barrage of messages came one after the other, so fast he was barely able to read them. The level up was surprising at first, but considering the Thorne fight had given enough EXP to bring them to level fifteen and then some, plus the experience he’d gained in the bar fight, it made sense. From the lack of additional text, though, it seemed level sixteen didn’t bring any new abilities. Bummer. But he did have three more stat points. He quickly dumped them into dexterity, as usual, while the rest of his stats all increased by one, as was standard when leveling up.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 16

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 31 (+2)	Intelligence: 25

        Endurance: 31		Perception: 25

        Dexterity: 58 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Hammer Smash, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Burst of Speed, Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      “All right!” Titus clapped his hands together in excitement. “Off to Zeross?”

      Acton winced at that.

      “Erm, unlikely,” he said. “Unless you three are an expert crew and able to man multiple stations at a time to keep the Veritas II flying.” He paused. “I can see from your reactions that you very much are not. You are, at least, familiar with the basics of ship command, yes?”

      Silence from Zelda and Titus.

      Slowly, Kaiden raised his hand.

      “I used a shuttle’s autopilot to navigate to a few destinations?”

      Acton sighed.

      “In hindsight, I might’ve asked about your ship command experience before granting you owner-level access to this beautiful miracle of machinery.” He shook his head. “Nonetheless, I shall endeavor to educate you as best I can.”

      He led them through the ship’s main compartment, which housed a small kitchen, seating area, and an abundance of storage lockers.

      “Commanding your own ship is a complex endeavor. I can’t teach you everything in one day, but I can give you enough to get us off the ground. That being said, until such a time as I feel you’re ready to command this ship, I will serve as acting captain. Agreed?”

      Everyone nodded.

      It’s for the best right now. The last thing we need to worry about is learning a whole new aspect of the game.

      “Consider this the, uh, what would Bernstein call it?” Acton paused, thinking. “Ah, yes. Consider this the ‘quick and dirty’ run down on ship command.” He raised a fist and knocked on the bulkhead. “A ship’s health is determined by its hull integrity. Any attack that gets past a ship’s shields will damage its hull. When hull integrity reaches zero, your ship explodes and you die.” He gave them all a stern look. “I recommend not allowing our hull integrity to reach zero.”

      “Okay, that makes sense,” Kaiden said, thinking back to his experiences aboard the Borrelly, and particularly the time Jax the assassin had hit them with an EMP mine. The device had knocked out power to their shuttle, including the shields, so when they’d crashed down, they’d taken damage directly to the hull.

      “Aside from the hull, the most important part of a ship is its core.” As Acton spoke, he led them through the main compartment and toward a hallway with doors lining its sides.

      “A ship’s core provides energy, which powers its various systems. Shields. Weaponry. Engines.” He rapped on the bulkhead next to each of the accompanying doors as he ran through the list. “What each of these systems do specifically can be covered at another time. For now, you just need to know the basics. Weaponry and engines are pretty self-explanatory. Shields are pretty simple as well. They stop incoming attacks until their hit points are depleted. When not in combat, their hit points will regenerate over time. These are the basic systems of a ship. Core, shields, engine, weaponry,” he said, raising a finger for each of them. “If our shields are down and any of those systems take a direct hit, they are liable to operate with reduced functionality or go offline entirely. A damaged or offline system will need to be repaired by a crew member. Damage to the hull, however, can only be repaired in dry dock.

      “Were you to upgrade this ship,” he said, continuing down the hallway to a space where there were no doors, but three empty rooms. “You could install various ancillary systems, such as a medbay, tool shop, or cloaking array. Manning these rooms – either with a crewman or yourselves – will provide additional bonuses to the facet of the ship related to that room.”

      “So we could strengthen our shields by having a player or crewman in the shield room?” Kaiden asked.

      “Not exactly strengthen, per se, but something like that. Players must operate the terminal in the room proficiently to attempt to earn additional bonuses to, in this case, the shields. Well-trained non-player crewmen, however, will always earn the bonuses as they are trained to perform their specific jobs. As such, you’re always better off having a high-ranking crewman in each room who is trained to perform that function, or only the most essential if you’re strapped for cash. All rooms operate this way, including the utility rooms, medbays or tool shops.”

      “Oh,” Zelda said, lighting up at that. “A medbay could be very useful.”

      Can’t argue with that, Kaiden thought, checking his inventory as he remembered they’d used all of their stimpaks in the fight against Thorne and had yet to replace them.

      “It should be noted, though, that each system running on a ship will draw power from its core. As such, before considering adding systems, the wise commander would upgrade the core to increase the amount of energy it produces. Seeing as this is a corvette – and for corvettes, the name of the game is speed – we have already upgraded the engines considerably.”

      “I noticed,” Kaiden said, thinking back to the ridiculously sized engines he’d seen on the back of the ship.

      “You’ll notice them even more when they’re running,” Acton said with a slight smirk. “Now, that covers the basic ship components. The last thing we’re going to need to go over – or should I say hire? – today is the crew.” He spread his arms out to the space around them as if waiting for crewmen to appear from every nook and cranny. Unsurprisingly, none did.

      “The most important thing you need to know about the crew is that we currently have none. Aside from me, of course. While I’m quite proficient at manning the shields or a gunner’s turret, I’m no replacement for a proper crew. Without, at the very minimum, a pilot, two mechanics, and a core engineer, this ship won’t be leaving port.”

      Crew. Right. Kaiden hadn’t realized you’d need so big a crew on something as low level as a tier two ship. The Borrelly had only needed a crew of one, though it’d had the support of the Anakoni. No doubt there’d been a fleet of mechanics and engineers there to keep the shuttle flying. On the Veritas II, out there on their own, there’d be no friendly hangars to return to. If repairs needed to be made, they’d have to do it themselves or pay for them. Unless the damage was particularly catastrophic. Here’s to hoping that never becomes an issue.

      “Normally, I’d say the best place to hire a crew would be over at Chromosphere Callie’s,” Acton said. “But I can’t imagine you’re welcome back there at present.”

      “Hey, they started it,” Titus said, crossing his arms. “There were witnesses.”

      “They started it, yes. And you finished it.” Acton winced. “With some vigor, I might add. Either way, you won’t be hiring crew from there any time soon.”

      “So... we’re screwed?” Titus looked at Zelda, then Kaiden, as if in search of an answer.

      Don’t look at me, man. Kaiden shrugged. Zelda did the same.

      Acton laughed. It was a sad sort of chuckle.

      “And to think you three were in the market for a ship. What would you do without me?” He shook his head. “You won’t be hiring crew from Chromosphere Callie’s anytime soon, but this is the planet’s foremost starport. There are plenty of other crews around. Let me handle it. I’ll find you a capable crew. How many credits do you three have?”

      Kaiden couldn’t recall earning any credits from completing quests before, but now that he thought about it, credits had to be an important part of the game. It was a luxury he hadn’t had to worry about back when the Warden Corps had paid for everything.

      “We were wardens. Our accounts were barred from earning credits until we… er, graduated from the program,” Zelda said, patting her pockets. “We’ve only had the past few hours to make any money, and most of that was spent in a bar fight.”

      “Surely you looted at least some of the corpses after said bar fight?" Acton asked.

      “We were a bit distracted making our hasty exit, but we got what we could,” Zelda said then emptied her inventory. “It's not much. Will it do?”

      Apparently, the bar fight had been good for something. About two thousand credits’ worth of something.

      “Remember when I said I’d be able to hire a capable crew?” Acton asked, staring down at the sum. “That’s not enough to afford ‘capable.’”

      “Is it enough to get us flying?” Kaiden asked. They weren’t planning on picking any fights on the way to Zeross. They just needed to get there.

      “That’s enough to hire a small, low-level crew. Enough to get us flying, if you can call it that.”

      “That’s fine. Now that we’re free wardens, we can earn credits. If you noticed,” Zelda said, turning to Kaiden, “the quest Bernstein gave us was worth five hundred and twenty credits.”

      “Ahh, yes. Enough to scrape the bottom of the barrel for more entry-level crew.” The first mate frowned deeply. “I do hope you have a plan to earn more than that, unless you’re excited by the prospect of flying with the worst of the worst forever.”

      “Oh, we have a plan," Kaiden said, nodding enthusiastically.

      Just… give me some time to think of it.
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      Kaiden’s pod hissed open and its opaque glass covering slid away in a series of sharp jerks. He pulled himself out and stood on legs that had all but fallen asleep while he’d been in-game. That was one of the strange dichotomies of full immersion VR pods. They kept his mind active, but his body inactive. As a result, after a couple hours or so in-game, he’d emerge full of physical energy but depleted mentally, which was exactly how he felt now. Except this time, they’d been in for the better part of a day.

      “So,” he said to Zelda and Titus as they emerged from their pods. “Anyone else starving after all that?”

      “I could definitely go for some food,” Zelda said, stretching and shaking life into her limbs as she nodded toward the door to the hallway. “Valence is planning to have some food sent to us, I’m sure.”

      “Considering we’re locked in here like a bunch of prisoners, who knows what she’s planning on doing?” Titus said. The aggravation in his voice was hard to miss, the aggravation in his body language even more so. He stomped over to the door and pounded a fist against it.

      “Hey! Open up!”

      When there was no response, he banged on it again. This time, there was the sound of several locks clacking and then the door crept open an inch.

      “What?” a guard barked, peering into the room.

      “Where’s the cafeteria around here?” Titus responded in kind. “At least in prison the meals came on the regular.”

      “You should be thankful you’re not still in prison,” the guard retorted, then turned as someone out of sight spoke to him.

      “Your food’s on the way,” he snapped, then slammed the door.

      “Hospitality at its finest,” Kaiden remarked, crossing his arms and leaning back against his VR pod.

      “Here, let me try,” Zelda said, easing Titus out of the way, then knocking gently on the door. She rapped three times, light and short. Polite, almost.

      “The food’s on the way!” the guard shouted from the other side. “Already told you that.”

      Zelda calmly knocked again.

      The door snapped open.

      “I said the food—” the guard began, before Zelda cut him off.

      “Yes, I heard you the first time.” She crossed her arms and shifted her weight to one side. “I need to use the restroom.”

      “Oh.” The man paused. “Right.”

      The door opened halfway and he waved her through.

      “Rodney will escort you. Don’t get any ideas.” He leaned in to look at Kaiden and Titus. “Anyone else?”

      Kaiden shook his head. Titus only fumed and stared the guard down.

      “Suit yourself.” The door slammed closed once more.

      Titus clenched one hand into a fist. For a moment, it seemed he was going to punch the door. But he held back. The moment relented.

      “This is bullshit,” he cursed, then shook his head and paced to the other side of the room.

      Not that Kaiden could blame him. It’d only been that morning that Zelda had promised to leverage their position with Valence to allow Titus to contact his brother, but with everything they’d done in-game, it felt like much longer. And that was already on top of the time Titus had spent in prison. How long was that, exactly? Kaiden had no clue. But any time at all was too long. He couldn’t imagine what the big man must feel like, fearing for his family’s safety but being unable to even speak with them. No, it was an unacceptable situation, and one they had to remedy as soon as possible. Not just because Titus deserved it, but also because the group needed him.

      This hunt Bernstein had them on was sure to be a trying experience. Finding hidden information this important wouldn’t just be a walk in the park. Kaiden had no illusions that it was going to take everything they had to complete whatever was waiting for them on Zeross. Not to mention the next two clues. The cipher had two more locked documents inside of it; a pretty obvious indication that this expedition to Zeross was just the first of three quests Bernstein intended to send them on. Things were going to get rough and they’d need every member of the group, Titus especially, to make it through.

      The food arrived a minute or so later, the friendly guard they’d met earlier, Merrick, carrying it in on a metal tray.

      “Not exactly a home-cooked meal, but if I’m being honest, it’s not all that bad,” he said, setting the food down on their single table.

      Burgers and fries, it looked like. They were stacked in a sloppy pile of plastic-paper wrappers dotted with the logo of Stop N’ Eat, a local fast food chain. The food was nothing special, but considering it would be the first non-prison meal Kaiden had had in weeks, his mouth watered at the sight of it.

      “And a little special something,” Merrick added, nodding to three tall glasses of some sort of light brown liquid. “Old-fashioned sweet tea,” he said. “A family recipe. Best for sipping on the porch, but we’re a bit short on porches, so this’ll have to do.”

      Titus thanked Merrick with a nod then grabbed a seat at the table and dug in. Kaiden followed suit. Merrick’s tea was a nice touch, but it was going to have to wait a moment as he tore open a wrapper and took a deep bite of a burger. It was lukewarm and clearly far from fresh, but it wasn’t prison slop and that was just about all that mattered.

      “Yeah, you enjoy that,” the other guard said, leaning against the door frame, arms crossed. “Every bite of that is money that could have been spent on ammunition or armor or fuel for the hovercraft.”

      “Now, now,” Merrick said, turning to scold his fellow guard. “None o’ that talk, Norris. We’re all on the same side here.”

      “Are we, though?” He strode over to Merrick and pushed up into his face. “We’re supposed to be fighting the Party, but instead we’re sitting here wasting resources so a bunch of kids can play video games all day.” He scowled around the room, then gestured to the VR pods. “Those don’t win wars.” He pounded a fist to his chest. “Courage. Bravery. Soldiers who are willing to sacrifice their lives for what’s right. That’s what wins wars.”

      “We ain’t fighting a war, Norris,” Merrick said in a too-cheery tone. “The last one near wiped out humanity.” He shook his head. “We ain’t fighting another war.”

      “With a nosy girl, a skinny-ass punk, and some criminal thug, we’re clearly not.” Norris walked over to the table as he spoke. “The hell are you three going to do about the Party? What are you even doing here except eating our food and living large while we risk our lives every day protecting you?”

      “Calm, Titus,” Kaiden said, reaching a hand out as he saw the big man bristle at Norris’ words. He was still fuming from earlier, too. Likely still angry about being cut off from reaching his family. It was understandable, but agitating the rebels was the last thing they needed to do if they wanted to negotiate with them.

      Titus chewed a large bite of his burger, then washed it down with a swig of tea.

      “How about you let us eat in peace?” he said, not looking up at the guard.

      Good. Nice and calm, Kaiden thought, trying to focus on his own food.

      “How about you explain why you’re even here? You know, if I had my way, I’d sell you back to the Party. We could buy a lot of bullets with the bounty on—”

      Titus’ fist caught him in the chin and clacked Norris’ teeth closed. The impact resounded through the room with a crack and a limp Norris slouched to the floor, knocked out cold.

      “What in the—” Zelda stood in the doorway, mouth agape. Her amazement was mirrored by the guard who had been escorting her, then a half-dozen more as they streamed into the room.

      Then, chaos. The first of the guards rushed toward Titus, but were stopped by a shouting Merrick, who planted himself in their way. Tasers drawn, however, they looked far from being dissuaded.

      Kaiden slipped in front of Titus and extended his arms to block any guards from getting a clear shot.

      “I don’t need you to protect me,” Titus growled.

      The shouting match between Merrick and the others had devolved into a pushing match. But it was five against one and that was hardly a match at all — until more guards rushed in. These were apparently loyal to Valence and the moderates as they immediately sided with Merrick, evening the odds.

      “Norris started it. Came in here lookin’ for a fight,” Merrick said, his voice calm but tinged with a seriousness Kaiden hadn’t heard until now. “I told him to leave things be. Check the recording. You’ll see it plain as day.”

      “Doesn’t matter who started it,” an opposing guard retorted. “Ragnussen was right about these three. Nothing but trouble. We don’t need the heat they’re bringing down on us.” He tried to rush past but Merrick caught him by the shoulder and threw him back.

      “That’s mighty rich coming from you, Rodney. As if that plan to attack Senator Nellis ain’t like to draw attention to us?”

      “And what’s your plan, Merrick? You gonna bring the Party down through playing video games? Is that it?” He scoffed. “You might call yourselves ‘moderates,’ but you’re all just a bunch of cowards.”

      Rodney raised his taser, aiming it at Merrick’s chest.

      “Step aside or we go through you.”

      The moderate guards who’d sided with Merrick raised their own tasers in response.

      “Calm down, you idiots!” Zelda’s shout cut through the noise and left silence in its wake. “The real enemy is out there,” she said, pointing up at the ceiling. “Resisting the Party is the reason we’re all here. We can’t do that if we’re divided.”

      She was right, Kaiden knew. There’d been some hints of division among the rebels thus far, but this was something different altogether. They were one step away from outright civil war. It didn’t take a genius to figure that wouldn’t end well. Especially with the Party waiting in the wings to mop up whatever was left when the fighting was done.

      If they were to have any chance of prevailing, they needed to work together. That much was obvious. So why didn’t they see it?

      “You say we’re just playing video games,” Kaiden said, lowering his arms and taking a step forward. “But we’re not. The information we’re hunting will expose the injustice of the Party. It’ll bring them to their knees. And it won’t take rebellion, or bloodshed, or war. Once the people see the evidence Bernstein gathered, there won’t be any question of what to do next. The Party will have to give up their power.”

      Why can’t they see that? Why don’t they understand?

      “If you think the Party is just going to give up their power then you’re sadly mistaken,” Rodney said, leaning around Merrick. “My brother once thought the same way. And you know what happened to him?” Rodney kneed Merrick in the crotch, then shoved him away. “They put a bullet in him.” And with that, he took aim at Titus and pulled the trigger.

      In the movies, there was always time to shout some dramatic “Nooo!” and leap in the way. In reality, Kaiden found there was hardly time to do anything at all. He threw himself in front of Titus, sure he was too late. As it happened, the taser’s leads bit into his chest and hip with the slightest of pinpricks. Not so bad. And then the electricity came.

      His body shook involuntarily, his muscles locked up in the worst full-body cramp he’d ever felt, and his thoughts boiled away beneath a frenzied assault of fire surging through his veins. His vision blacked out, then came back, then out again. He was on his knees, then face down on the floor. Then someone was standing over him, had rolled him onto his back, was shouting his name. He tried to focus on their face, but his vision was too blurry, still fading in and out. Finally, he let out a gasp and everything went black.
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      A few minutes later and Kaiden was awake again, body burning and muscles sore. Someone had moved him to his bunk. The guards were all gone from the room and... it was morning. He’d been out for much longer than a few minutes.

      The overhead lights, designed to mimic the daylight conditions outside, had changed from the orange dusk of sunset to beaming bright. Morning. And closer to noon than sunrise, Kaiden realized, shaking grogginess from his thoughts.

      A groan slipped from his mouth unbidden as he sat up and took in the room. Someone was talking near the table. Blinking his vision back into focus, he made out four figures. He recognized Zelda and Titus first, then two others. A woman and a man.

      Valence. The woman was Valence, the alleged leader of this faction of rebels. Based on how things had gone so far, however, Kaiden was beginning to doubt that. Clearly her leadership was in contention by the more extreme faction of the rebels. Ragnussen, they’d called their leader.

      That must be him. The man standing across from Valence was tall and lean. More details became apparent as Kaiden’s vision returned to normal. A full beard, brown and bushy, was nestled thickly around the man’s neck. Glasses, their lenses lit up from the overhead lights but unable to hide the severity of his gaze. He was taller than Zelda, but not by much, which meant he was dwarfed by Titus despite the muscular frame evident beneath his flannel shirt.

      “Kaiden! You’re awake!” Zelda was moving toward him. A moment later, so was everyone in the room.

      Ragnussen arrived just after Zelda, his legs carrying him across the room with long strides.

      “Kaiden.” His voice was deep and rough, like shifting gravel. He nodded by way of greeting. “Sorry about Rodney. Man’s always been a big trigger-happy. We’ve tried to beat the tendency from him before but he is a stubborn one. Rest assured, we’re having another go of it now.”

      Did he say ‘beat?’ Kaiden lingered on the thought a moment. Is that a regular occurrence around here? Given, the man had tased him, but a beating seemed a drastic overreaction to what had happened. Kaiden looked down to his chest where two small holes had been punched through his shirt. The skin there was red and swollen. Even without touching it he could feel it throbbing. And sore. As if he’d done the hardest workout of his life. Note to self: don’t get tased again. It sucks.

      “Tensions are high right now,” Valence added when he didn’t respond to Ragnussen’s apology.

      “I’ve noticed,” Kaiden said, glaring at her then back at Ragnussen. “In prison, at least the only way they tried to kill me was through terrible food.”

      “Your life was never in danger.” Ragnussen crossed his arms. “As long as you’re with us, you’re safe. You have my word.” Everything about the way he said it made Kaiden feel anything but safe. Aside from the fact that the man’s gruff voice wasn’t exactly comforting, it was the emptiness to his eyes that set Kaiden on edge. There was an absence of… well, of anything there. Just a cold, unflinching gaze all the way down.

      “‘Safe,’ huh? I’d feel better if you’d tell that to your men, too.”

      “Making you feel better is my foremost priority.”

      It didn’t take a genius to catch the sarcasm in his words.

      “So glad to hear it.” Kaiden gave him a big, fake smile. Sarcasm is one of my specialties, he wanted to say, but he let his smile do the talking.

      Ragnussen didn’t rise to the challenge. Instead, he simply nodded, then turned and strode from the room.

      “It’d make life a lot easier for me, and for all of us, if you would avoid antagonizing him,” Valence said, eyes on the door as it swung closed.

      “Perhaps we wouldn’t be so antagonistic if we weren’t locked in down here. I thought you broke us out of prison?” Kaiden found he wasn’t done being sarcastic yet.

      “What he means to say,” Zelda cut in, “is we need to talk. About this.” She gestured to the room. “And about what’s going to happen when we find Bernstein’s data.”

      “Right, yes.” Valence sighed. “Again, I’m sorry for how things are right now.” And she did look genuinely sorry. But apologies weren’t going to fix anything. Actions were.

      “We’ll get this sorted just as soon as possible. But right now, I don’t have the time. Ragnussen is on the verge of doing something very stupid and it’s my responsibility to rein him in.”

      “Something like tasering the people trying to find Bernstein’s data?” Titus interjected, scowling. The taser had been meant for him and it was clear that hadn’t escaped his notice.

      Valence shook her head. “I wish that was the worst of it.”

      “This wasn’t our agreement,” Zelda said, pulling the woman’s attention to her. “When I willingly had myself thrown in prison, you promised you’d have my back. I know Kaiden and Titus weren’t part of the original plan, but they’re here now. They’re wrapped up in this as much as you or I. And that means you need to have their backs, too. And don’t just say you do, prove it.” She took a step forward, swelling into her anger.

      “You say you need time to fix everything? Fine. But until that happens, we need to see a gesture of your goodwill. Prove to us you mean what you say. How about you start with letting Titus send a message to his family? They’re in danger and he needs to contact them.”

      “It’s too dangerous.” Valence shook her head. “The Party—”

      “Excuses.” Zelda crossed her arms as a disappointed look pulled across her features. “When did you start making so many excuses, Valence? The woman I remember would do anything to get a job done. Would give up everything to do what was right. Career, family, even her life. What happened to that woman, Valence?”

      Silence. Several moments of it as the rebel leader drew her face into a hard frown and focused all of her attention on Zelda.

      “The crackdown happened,” she finally said. “The crackdown you haven’t had to see. You were in prison? Woe is you. I was here, watching my friends arrested or killed, or worse, disappeared. I was here, giving everything to keep this fledgling group of rebels together. I was here, and still am, wondering if I’ll even live to see tomorrow. And now, to top it all off, I have that idiot Ragnussen convincing half my soldiers that violence is our best course of action. If he goes through with this ludicrous attack, we’ll become the terrorists the Party says we are.”

      The frail woman Valence had been up to this point was gone now, replaced instead by someone else entirely. Someone filled with a righteous, burning fury, and more than that, perseverance. It was enough to make even Kaiden flinch. Where had this Valence been all along?

      “Attack?” Zelda asked. “What attack? What is he trying to do?”

      Valence waved her hand, dismissing the questions.

      “I appreciate what you did, Zelda. And what you’re doing now.” She looked to Kaiden, then Titus. “What all of you are doing. The evidence Bernstein collected might just bring down the Party. But first we have to survive long enough to even have a chance of that. The way things are going right now, I can’t guarantee we’ll survive long enough to see the end of the week.”

      “Er, ma’am?” Merrick poked his head in at the far end of the room. “Ragnussen’s pushing it to a vote.”

      “I’m on my way,” Valence said, never breaking eye contact with Zelda. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to go stop my soldiers from getting themselves killed. We can talk again afterward.”

      She turned to leave but stopped halfway across the room.

      “Again, I’m sorry. I’ll see what I can do about getting a message out.” For a moment, her voice was softer. Back to the old Valence. When she spoke next, it had hardened again. “But I’m doing the best I can. For now, you’re going to have to accept that.” And she left the room.

      Merrick gave them a sad sort of nod, then closed the door, leaving them in silence. For a while, no one spoke.

      “Ahem.” Titus cleared his throat and turned to Zelda. “Thank you for that.” He clapped her on the shoulder. “I know what we’re doing here matters, but I can’t concentrate on it until I know my family is safe. That’s my one condition.”

      “I’ll keep pressing her. We’ll get in contact with them, I promise.”

      He nodded once, sharp and quick, then looked away, as if afraid of showing his soft side.

      “So, uh, thanks for being my human shield last night,” he said, turning to Kaiden with a smirk on his face. “That didn’t look fun.”

      “If it’s all the same, I liked it better when you were the tank.”

      He laughed at that.

      “Don’t go jumping in front of me, then.”

      “Yeah, noted.”

      “We have a problem,” Zelda said, still staring at the closed door. “This isn’t the rebellion I once knew. I know Valence is stressed, but there’s more to it than that. I’m starting to wonder if Bernstein wasn’t right in going it alone.”

      Whoa. What?

      Kaiden felt his eyes go wide. “This situation is hardly ideal, but do you think things are really that bad?”

      Zelda finally pulled her eyes from the door and looked back to them.

      “I hope not. Maybe I’m just being pessimistic. Either way, we need to find Bernstein’s data as soon as possible.” She nodded over to the VR pods in the far corner of the room. “That’s the best thing we can do right now.”
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      “All right, then,” Acton said, clapping his hands as he led them out of the Veritas II and into the hangar. A line of NPCs was arrayed before them, standing loosely at what one might call attention.

      “Look alive,” Acton snapped at them. “Your captains are on deck!”

      At his words, the crew jumped to attention, backs straight and eyes focused on a spot on the wall like it was the most interesting thing they’d ever seen. They were each red-faced and young. Didn’t look much more than teenagers, really.

      There were four in total, hands at their sides as they did their best to look like statues.

      “Uh, no need for all that,” Kaiden said, waving them down. “This isn’t the military or anything.”

      “Bit of discipline will do this lot good,” Acton said, leaning in close to Kaiden’s ear. “Young, impressionable folk like them need structure to operate efficiently.”

      Is that his way of saying they’re low rank? From the looks of them, that certainly seemed to be the case.

      Acton lowered his voice further. “Right now, they’re bright-eyed and eager to please. Now’s the best time to teach them the right way to do things. Otherwise, they’ll end up the kind what hang around a place like Chromosphere Callie’s.”

      “Weren’t you also at Callie’s?” Zelda asked, an eyebrow raised.

      “Ahem.” Acton cleared his throat and turned away from the question. “Boys, the three people you see behind me are your captains. Their authority is not to be questioned and their decisions are absolute. Understood?”

      “Aye, aye, sir!” the crew shouted in unison, or tried to. A couple were overeager and started early. The others, caught by surprised, rushed to catch up. The whole thing turned into one garbled, vaguely coherent shout.

      “That was pitiful,” Acton said, shaking his head. “But we’ll work on it.” He nodded to Kaiden, then gestured to the crew.

      “As for introductions, we’ll keep things quick and simple. First up, we have your head mechanic. His job is rather self-explanatory,” he said, pointing to the first man in line. He wore a pair of fresh overalls, not yet grease stained, and carried a toolbox in his grip.

      “Got a ship needs fixin’, I’m your man,” he said.

      “Head mechanic?” Titus said. “Good deal.”

      “Tools are oiled and I’m ready to go,” he replied with a curt nod.

      Kaiden focused on the man, bringing up his information.

      
        
        Alston (NPC)

        Ship Mechanic

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Recruit, tier 2

      

      

      “Got a ship needs fixin’, I’m your man,” Alston said again a moment later.

      "Why's he repeating himself?” Kaiden asked, frowning.

      “Low-rank crew are limited NPCs,” Zelda said, pulling him back so she could whisper in his ear. “They do their jobs and respond with pre-programmed responses when you speak to them. Until they rank up significantly and gain some semblance of sentience, they’re not really meant to be interacted with.”

      “How’s the weather, Alston?” Titus asked, smirking.

      “Got a ship needs fixin’, I’m your man.”

      “Don’t antagonize the crew,” Zelda said, slapping him on the shoulder. “They’ll level with time and experience, then they'll be better at their jobs. The ship will get improved bonuses and we'll all be better for it. You just have to let them learn a bit.”

      “Sure, sure," Titus said, nodding, then smirked. “But it’s kind of fun to mess with them.”

      “If we’re all quite done?” Acton frowned until he had their attention. “Very well.” He pointed to the next man in line, dressed similarly to the first. “This is your junior mechanic, Reed.”

      “Still cuttin’ my teeth, but I’m a fast learner, you’ll see.”

      “Next, we have your pilot, Newt. Newly certified from flight school.” The young man’s fresh-pressed uniform seemed to back that up.

      “Ready to fly, Captain!”

      “And last among our merry band, we have your core engineer, Francine. She’ll make sure the ship doesn’t have a meltdown and implode into a black hole.”

      “Have no fear, Captain. I’ll keep the power on and the core stable.”

      After their introductions, the crew returned to attention, focusing on the distant wall again.

      “Something tells me this bunch aren’t going to be the best conversation partners on long flights,” Kaiden said, elbowing Titus.

      “Conversational or not, they’ll do their jobs,” Acton said, hands behind his back. “I don’t hire sluggards and I don’t tolerate sloth aboard my vessel. Is that understood?”

      “Aye, aye, sir!” Their shout was a bit more synced up this time.

      Progress already.

      “So, there they are, captains. Your flight-ready crew, should you wish to have them.” As he spoke, a system prompt appeared.

      
        
        Hire crew?

        Votes 0/2 required.

      

      

      Kaiden selected the ‘yes’ option and the vote counter ticked up to one. A moment later, Zelda and Titus must have also voted, as the counter refreshed.

      
        
        Votes 3/2 required.

        Crew hired!

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Recruiting your First Crew - 1,000 EXP

        You’ve successfully convinced some poor souls to follow you into the merciless vastness of space. Their lives are in your hands. But you know what you’re doing, right?

      

      

      “Very well, then!” Acton clapped his hands together. “Let us not dally. All aboard the Veritas II. Crew, to your stations. Captains, with me, if you will. As I understand,” he said, gesturing them back into the ship, “we’ve a long journey ahead of us.”

      The crew boarded first, filing onto the Veritas II then breaking off and reporting to their assigned stations: the mechanics in the engine room, the engineer to the core housing, and the pilot to – unsurprisingly – the cockpit. Acton occupied the second seat in the cockpit, leaving Kaiden and the others to the ship’s main living space.

      “All crew in position, final flight checks complete,” Acton said. “We’re ready for lift off, Captains.” He turned to face them from the cockpit. “Shall we?”

      Kaiden couldn’t help but smile then. In the corps, they’d flown Ellenton’s shuttle for a while, but that had been on loan. This was different. This was their very own ship. A gift from Bernstein, in a way.

      We’re going to put it to good use, he thought, then gave Zelda and Titus a nod.

      “Take us away, First Officer,” Zelda said.

      “Best grab a seat.” Acton gave a sharp salute, then turned back around.

      Kaiden plopped into one of the various densely cushioned seats lining the rear wall of the room and facing toward the cockpit. Titus took the seat on his left; Zelda, the one on his right.

      “Engine ignition in three... two... one…”

      A low roar kicked through the bulkhead, resonating from the engines at the rear and shaking the entirety of the ship.

      “Ignition,” Acton reported. “All systems showing green. We’re cleared for flight. To the skies, pilot.”

      “Just like at the academy,” Newt said, then began working the controls.

      The roar of the engines increased, growing louder, accompanied by a high-pitched whine. And then they were off the ground, lifting with a jolt. The hangar floor outside the portholes fell away sharply as Newt the pilot took them up. Whereas Ellenton’s shuttle had been a slow, careful vessel when hovering, the Veritas II was a different beast entirely. Its movements were sharp and quick, as if it was dying to be set loose, barely containing the gargantuan power of its engines.

      The pilot took them forward next, zipping out of the hangar door. The starport slipped away behind them and they were hovering above Hopewell City, a good dozen stories up. The engines hummed and kicked and the ship jerked and jolted, itching to be set free.

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        The Maiden Voyage - 500 EXP

        You’ve begun your first trip in your very own ship! Surely everything will go just fine.

      

      

      “Ease us into orbit,” Acton said, giving Newt a calm gesture.

      “Aye, sir.”

      They exploded forward and a blast of weight slammed into Kaiden’s chest, forcing him back into his seat. The soft, deep cushions cradled him, but still his vision went blurry as the Veritas II surged toward the clouds.

      Hopewell City fell away behind them and they burst through the clouds and into a brilliant, gold-glowing world of sky and sunset as they hurtled toward the limits of the atmosphere.

      “Yeah, buddy!” Titus shouted from the next seat over, doing his best to pump a fist, but hardly able to lift it from his seat. On the right, Zelda simply gritted her teeth, shaking in place as the ship rattled and kicked around them.

      “Now this is flying!” Titus shouted again and looked over to Kaiden. “I could get used to this.”

      Kaiden couldn’t blame him, nor could he stop the smile slipping onto his own face.

      “Wildest ride I’ve been on in a while.” But even with the g-force pressing him into his seat and the constant rattling of the ship, the flight was exhilarating. Clouds flashed by outside, streaks of white in the otherwise golden sky.

      The pilot increased the thrust and Kaiden was forced back even deeper into his seat.

      “Thrust at fifty percent,” Acton reported, his voice shaking slightly with the ship.

      This thing can move! This is only half of our max thrust?

      The g-force increased further still and Kaiden was sure he was going to burst out the back of his seat. And then they broke through the atmosphere.

      Newt cut the thrust and Kaiden expected to lurch forward. Instead, he glided gently, his body floating out of its seat. They were in space. Weightless.

      Titus burst from his seat with a cheer and spun across the room, somersaulting end over end.

      “Artificial gravity…” Acton called from up front. “Active.”

      Generators hummed in the floor and Titus crashed down, head first. Kaiden fell at the same moment, but just managed to get his feet under him.

      “Ow,” Titus said, rolling into a sitting position. He’d taken a percent or two of damage from his less than agile landing.

      “Remind me,” Acton said, speaking over his shoulder. “What was our destination, again?”

      “Zeross,” Zelda shouted up to him.

      “You do know how to pick them,” Acton said, raising his eyebrows. “So be it. Newt, set course for planet Zeross. Full speed, if you will. It’s time to let the Veritas II loose.”
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      By all accounts, Zeross was a hostile planet, a war-torn battleground between the human colonists who’d once called it home and the grachnid invaders who hoped to call it home. If the stories about the sand-covered hell that was Zeross didn’t have Kaiden worried enough, the system messages he received as they arrived above the planet did.

      
        
        Warning!

        You have left the Greater Spiral Arm system. The maximum level cap has been raised to 60.

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Welcome to the Big Time, Kid - 500 EXP

        Congratulations on exploring beyond the Greater Spiral Arm system! What noble purpose drives you? Adventure? Wealth? A desire to die more frequently?

      

      

      Believe me, Zeross isn’t topping my vacation destinations list. I didn’t exactly come here on a whim.

      Kaiden looked down at the planet, floating below them in space. It looked every bit an angry, red orb. Massive dust storms raged on its surface and in its atmosphere, smearing the usual red with particularly dark splotches.

      They were here now and there was nothing else for it. Bernstein’s puzzle wasn’t going to complete itself. They had to go down there and make it happen.

      But where to start? Kaiden mentally recited Bernstein’s clue one more time, just to be sure.

      
        
        The base commander’s nowhere to be seen,

        And something’s bugging the Blade Queen.

        The next clue awaits you in holy fire,

        If first you survive Her Majesty’s ire.

      

      

      So, they were supposed to find a missing commander. But that wasn’t particularly helpful. For the last ten minutes, Acton had been running scans on the planet’s surface to find anything that might help them. If the commander they were supposed to find was missing, maybe his disappearance had left some clues? The dust storms, covering large swathes of the planet, had slowed the scanning process so far. Hard to pick up anything inside those masses of swirling sand and howling winds.

      “Scans complete, Captains,” Acton reported from the front. Kaiden jumped from his chair by a porthole and rushed to the front. Zelda emerged from the core room where she’d been poking around and followed him. Titus, who’d been leaning on the wall near the cockpit, beat them both there.

      “What’s the word, my man?” Titus asked, poking his head into the cockpit.

      “The scans unveiled three possible targets. Crashed ships, to be exact.”

      “And we’re sure that’s why this commander is missing? What if something else happened to him?” Kaiden asked. Really, the riddle hadn’t given them much to go on.

      “There are a dozen good reasons to go missing on Zeross,” Zelda said. “Caught in a dust storm, ambushed by grachnids, on and on. But of those, the one that leaves the most evidence is shipwreck. It might be a dead end, but it’s the easiest to check. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “Here’s the first crash site,” Acton said. He punched a command into the co-pilot’s console and an image was projected onto the cockpit glass.

      “This is from the southern hemisphere, along the edge of a dried-up river delta.” He zoomed in on a splattering of debris, just visible in the image. The resolution dropped as he zoomed in, but it was easier to pick out the wreckage from its surroundings.

      “This is old news,” Titus said, pointing to pieces of the wreckage. “Look, it’s almost entirely buried in sand.”

      “We don’t know how long ago the commander went missing, though.” Kaiden leaned in closer to study the image. “What if he’s been missing since Bernstein wrote the riddle?”

      “The game triggers a new instance of a quest every time a player accepts it. Outside of world raids, at least. We can expect the commander’s crash site – if he did indeed crash – to be recent.”

      It was shaky logic, at best, but it was better than any ideas Kaiden had.

      “All right. Let’s see site number two, then.”

      “From the northern hemisphere in an arctic desert,” Acton said as he pulled up a new image.

      “This one’s even older than the first,” Zelda said. She was right. So that just left the third image.

      “From near the equator, in a desert at the edge of a badlands,” Acton said as he pulled it up.

      The image contained a large plume of smoke, frozen in mid-air where it was pouring from a downed ship. Fresh debris, including bodies, was scattered about. Burn marks littered the sand and hardly any of what remained of the shuttle was buried.

      “This is recent,” Zelda said, a smile pulling at her cheeks. “This is very recent.” She stood up straight, then clapped Newt on the shoulder. “Take us down.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      From orbit, Zeross had been an angry red orb, hanging in space. On its surface, it wasn’t much different. The landscape in front of Kaiden was composed almost entirely of fine-grained, clay-colored sand and sluggish, soot-filled clouds.

      Out there among all the sand, however, was their missing commander. Or so he hoped.

      Kaiden stood at the open side door of their ship, looking out at the planet’s surface. He could see no end to the desert around them. It ran in all directions, interrupted only by rocky-sided mesas, jutting up through the landscape like the bones of some ancient giant. Above them, the sky churned with soot-thick clouds. Every few moments a burst of light would arc from one cloud to another. Lightning, flashing briefly but violently.

      “Friendly-looking place,” Titus said. “You always take me to the nicest planets.”

      “Doesn’t look like much,” Zelda said, joining them at the door. “But the grachnids aren’t exactly picky when it comes to infesting worlds.”

      “I do hope you packed the bug spray,” Acton’s voice came through their comms. “Something tells me this place is positively crawling.”

      “This is our bug spray,” Titus laughed, slapping a hand against the bulkhead of the Veritas II. “You’ve got us covered, right?”

      “Like a blanket,” Acton said. As he spoke, there was a whirring and the turret he was manning at the neck of the ship turned its guns toward the wreck of the transport shuttle some fifty paces away. A second whirring followed and the rear turrets did the same.

      “You got a ship needs fixin’, I’m your man,” the head mechanic, and now part-time gunner, said through the comms.

      “Guess that means it’s go time,” Titus said and jumped from the ship. He landed on the sand with a soft thump. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we get back to the real world and make Valence send that message.”

      Kaiden visually scanned the landscape one last time. Sand, sand, and more sand. No grachnids in sight. Which didn’t mean they weren’t burrowed beneath the surface, ready to rise up in ambush like in the video they’d seen. But they hadn’t come here to sightsee, after all. Bernstein had wanted them here as part of his puzzle.

      “Bugs or not, here I come.” He stepped forward and let gravity do the rest.

      
        
        Location discovered:

        Central Badlands, Planet of Zeross

        Faction Alignment: Zeross United Militia / Blade Queen’s Progeny **Disputed**

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        A Bug Planet – 1,000 EXP

        Best be careful, it’s a bug-eat-bug world out here. Well, mainly a bug-eat-man world, but you get the picture.

      

      

      “Exciting, ain’t it?” Titus asked, slapping Kaiden on the back as he landed. “Feels good to be back in action.”

      Kaiden had to admit he was right. Though based on the sight ahead, all the action had already passed.

      Zelda joined them and they advanced on the wreck. Three of the transport shuttle’s four engines were still smoking, spewing plumes of black up into the already too-dark clouds above. From the looks of things, the shuttle had come in hard and quick.

      “Engine malfunction?” Zelda asked, waving away the smoke to get a better look.

      “If an attack can be considered an engine malfunction,” Kaiden said, edging around the other side of the ship. There, it was obvious what had happened. Half the shuttle’s hull had been removed, burned away by… something.

      “What the hell does this kind of damage?” he asked, stepping closer to inspect it. The lasers he’d seen so far in-game left clean holes burned through their targets. This was something different. Almost acidic looking. The once smooth metal was now jagged and chewed away as if it’d been dissolved. The damage left the interior of the shuttle exposed, and there they found the true massacre.

      Titus whistled low at the sight and Kaiden couldn’t help but agree.

      The corpses were human and, based on what was left of their armor, belonged to some sort of military unit. Those closest to the acid damage looked no better than the hull of the ship. Their armor and even flesh looked to have shared its fate.

      
        
        Jackson (NPC) **Deceased**

        Machine-gun Trooper

        Faction: United Zeross Militia

        Level: 15

      

      

      
        
        Harris (NPC) **Deceased**

        Officer

        Faction: United Zeross Militia

        Level: 17

      

      

      “Ouch” Kaiden said, trying not to look too closely at the dead men’s wounds.

      “Ouch, indeed,” Zelda agreed, then paused. “United Zeross Militia. Odds are they have a base nearby. More specifically, a base with a missing commander.” She smiled despite the grisly scene in front of them.

      “You mean him?” Kaiden nodded to a lone corpse, face down in the sand twenty paces from the wreck. Using his enhanced visor, he was able to pull up detailed information on the man even from so far away.

      
        
        Commander Talbot (NPC) **Deceased**

        Officer

        Faction: United Zeross Militia

        Level: 18

      

      

      
        
        Quick facts: Having once served as aide-de-camp to Commander Karl Hurlsson, the iconic leader of the United Zeross Militia, Commander Talbot is a rising star on Zeross. His aggressive strategy of taking the fight to the grachnid invaders has won him widespread popularity.

      

      

      Widespread popularity and an untimely death, Kaiden couldn’t help but think.

      “What was our quest again?” he asked, more to himself than anyone else, then pulled up the text to double check.

      
        
        Quest: The Blade Queen’s Ire

        Stage 1: Investigate the missing base commander

        Expected difficulty: Novice

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, 520 credits

      

      

      “Not much to investigate. Looks like he ran into some grachnids and found them less than hospitable.” He paused, then turned to Zelda. “Do we know anything about what sort of quest this might be? Should we expect a fair bit of fighting?”

      “No idea,” Zelda said, shrugging. “But if I had to guess, seeing as we’ve landed in the middle of a war zone, some fighting wouldn’t be surprising.”

      Well, let’s not get ourselves dragged into a war or anything, yeah? Kaiden was all for a good fight here and there, but their priority right now was Bernstein’s quest. This little stopover on Zeross was just a means to an end. Finish the quest, get that much closer to Bernstein’s data.

      Best get on with it, then.

      Kaiden advanced toward the commander’s corpse to get a closer look.

      He made it all of two steps before the sand beneath him began to boil. But no, not boil; shift. It was moving, writhing, falling away with a rapid hiss as something pulled itself up from underneath. It didn’t take a genius to guess what it was.
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      “Grachnids!” Kaiden shouted, stepping back and flicking his shield on.

      They rose from the ground between him and the commander’s corpse, shaking off sand and working their joints as if they were stiff.

      
        
        Grachling

        Level: 12

      

      

      
        
        Quick facts: As grachnids age, they shed their carapace and grow progressively thicker armor. In their youngest form, called ‘grachlings,’ their armor is weakest. Don’t let that fool you, however. They’re able to strike with deadly speed using their crushing pincers and stabbing legs.

      

      

      Each of the grachlings was half as tall as Kaiden and, if he was being honest, considerably more intimidating. They looked a chaotic mix between spider and crab, with a pinch of beetle thrown in for good measure. With six legs per bug, two forward-facing arms that ended in clamp-like pincers, and sleek, angular heads, they definitely appeared to be built for speed. For the moment, however, they were standing still, as if observing the humans in front of them.

      They moved in starts and jerks, almost as if itching to dart forward. The foremost of them cocked its head to one side, clicking and squeaking in what must’ve been their language as it stared them down. Its six eyes watched them, three on each side of its head and protected beneath a ridge-spiked arch of armor.

      Their exoskeletons, which adorned their bodies like armor, were covered in an oily black sheen. The carapace was thinner at the joints, though, and if the one crab dinner Kaiden had eaten in his life had taught him anything, it was that this would be where to strike.

      “Back up and we’ll have a clear shot at them,” a voice said through the comms. Kaiden glanced over his shoulder to see the turrets of the Veritas II pointed right at them.

      “It’s fine,” Kaiden said, waving them off. “We got this.”

      Titus shook out his arms and smiled at that.

      “Yeah, we do.” He nodded to the grachlings. “Bring it, punks.”

      The closest of the grachlings clamped a pincer shut with bone-crushing force, then charged. The other two followed and the fight was on.

      The bug leading the charge darted forward with incredible speed and threw itself at Zelda. She ducked behind Titus who leaned in with his shield and absorbed the impact, then retaliated with a hammer strike. The attack thunked into the grachling’s carapace, denting it inward and leaving a faint spiderweb of cracks, but hardly diminishing its health bar at all.

      Fast and armored. These things could be a real problem in large numbers.

      Kaiden wanted to study the creature’s response to Titus’ attacks, but a grachling was on him. It reached in and tried to crush him with a pincer. The claw scraped along the face of his shield, sending its energy-field surface into a mad rippling and filling his charge bar by several units. It wasn’t enough to activate any abilities yet, though, so Kaiden struck back with a basic hammer strike. It caught the grachling on the side of the head and deflected off to one side. The thing’s health bar nudged down a few ticks, but its armor had clearly absorbed most of the damage.

      Unable to grab the shield, the grachling retracted its pincer, snapped it shut, then stabbed with it like a dull spear. Kaiden stepped into the blow. His shield took the hit, no doubt losing some durability, but his charge filled enough to start activating abilities.

      Burst of Speed first.

      The grachling was fast, though. Another stab darted in and caught him in the stomach, and then a second clipped his shoulder before he could activate the ability. His health bar flashed and dropped to eighty-three percent. A third attack came in, but Kaiden caught this one on his shoulder. Then, before the grachling could strike again, he activated Burst of Speed.

      His charge bar dropped by thirty units as a mix of adrenaline and electricity surged through him then focused down on his legs. They began to blur and vibrate with energy. The grachling stabbed in again but Kaiden was already in motion.

      He sidestepped the first attack—

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained

      

      

      —then ducked under another—

      
        
        Riposte x2 gained

      

      

      —then lashed out with a blow of his own. He landed a hammer strike on the grachling’s left arm, right at the elbow joint. The thinner armor there crunched and gave in. Cracks spread up and down the creature’s carapace as combat text filled the corner of Kaiden’s vision.

      
        
        + 50% damage dealt (Riposte x2)

      

      

      The bug screeched in pain and reared back, holding its injured arm close to its chest. Its health bar had dropped a good bit from the blow, passing from green and into orange. Clicking in pain, or anger, or both, the grachling backed off a pace, seemingly wary of its opponent.

      Kaiden wasn’t waiting around. He pressed the advantage.

      The grachling had backed up several paces, putting it just within the minimum range of Hammer Toss. Kaiden activated the ability then charged the bug. The thrown hammer slammed into its shoulder, denting its armor but dealing little damage.

      The grachling lashed out with several stabs as Kaiden’s hammer returned to him, but with Burst of Speed active he dodged left, then right.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained

        Riposte x2 gained

      

      

      The last stab was on target, however, and came in under his shield. It caught him in the stomach and his health bar flashed, dropping to seventy-five percent. More importantly, his Riposte stack disappeared.

      Damn it.

      Not attacking wasn’t going to get him anywhere, so Kaiden lashed out. Aside from joints, the grachling didn’t seem to have any chinks in its armor. His hammer came down on its shoulder, though, and the cracks already there from his Hammer Toss spider-webbed out and dented considerably inward.

      Interesting.

      One clamping pincer snapped at him and he just managed to duck under it.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained

      

      

      Kaiden swung his hammer again, aiming for the bug’s weakened shoulder armor.

      
        
        + 25% damage dealt (Riposte x1)

      

      

      The carapace on the grachling’s shoulder completely shattered under the blow, falling away and exposing soft, wet flesh beneath it. The creature screamed as its health bar dropped from orange to red. It scrambled backward, attempting to retreat, but Kaiden used his last second of Burst of Speed to catch up to it and bring down one last blow with a wet thunk on the exposed flesh.

      The grachling didn’t make any noise this time except for a heavy thud as it collapsed to the sand, dead.

      
        
        Grachling assisted kill - 350 EXP gained!

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Trophy Hunter - 1,000 EXP

        You’ve now killed humans, raged, turen, voidspawn, and grachnids. Is any race safe from your ire?

      

      

      A hail of lasers exploded in his periphery and Kaiden caught a glimpse of Titus and Zelda. Together, they were fighting off the other two grachlings.

      Zelda unleashed a Scatter Shot that caught one bug in the chest and glanced off the other’s head. Meanwhile, Titus pushed forward, leaning into his shield to keep space between Zelda and the bugs. Blocking two opponents at once wasn’t easy, however, and the bugs weren’t dumb.

      They lashed out in unison, forcing Titus to pick which attack to block. He chose the one on his left, exposing him to the other. Just before the blow landed, however, he activated Volt Field. Electricity sprung to life all along his armor, crackling and hissing.

      Titus grunted and his health bar emptied by twelve percent as the grachling on his right landed a direct hit with its stab attack. Even as it did, the bug screeched in pain, electricity jumping up its arm.

      “You’re a walking bug zapper, Titus,” Kaiden chuckled as he darted in to join the fight.

      “I’ll show you a bug zapper,” Zelda retorted, taking aim with her hammer. She pulled the trigger and an arc of lightning burst from her barrel to rush toward the grachling closest to her.

      
        
        Warden’s Bolt: Discharge a bolt of lightning that jumps to multiple targets within range of the impact target. Deals +150% base damage, reducing by half with each successive jump.

        Range: 50 feet, jump range 10 feet.

        Cost: 25 charge.

        Cooldown: 30 seconds.

      

      

      Her new attack hit the bug with a snapping hiss and drove it to the ground. A screech burst from its mandibled mouth. Its companion began to back away, but too late. Zelda’s Warden Bolt attack’s chain effect kicked in and the lightning arced over to it as well.

      “Zapping’s fine and all, but I’ve always preferred a fly swatter,” Titus said, then rushed forward to hammer strike the closest downed grachling. The blow dropped its already severely reduced health into the red. Zelda finished it off with a Burst Arrow.

      
        
        Grachling assisted kill - 350 EXP gained!

      

      

      That left just the one, then. It pulled itself to its feet, clicking its mandibles as it shook off the last curling strands of electricity from Warden Bolt. Kaiden rushed it, but just as he did, something burning bright flew over his shoulder, bowling him to the ground, and the grachling exploded.

      The top half of the bug was blown into oblivion while the bottom half was left standing. It stumbled to one side on wobbling legs, then collapsed.

      
        
        Grachling assisted kill - 350 EXP gained!

      

      

      What the hell was that? Kaiden rolled to his feet and looked behind him.

      “Boom,” Acton said. From his self-satisfied tone, Kaiden could tell the man was smirking.

      “Almost took my head off with that,” Kaiden said, glaring back at the smoking barrels of the ship’s forward turret.

      “Almost.” Acton gave a salute from behind the glass of the turret’s bubble cockpit.

      Kaiden dusted himself off and turned back to the aftermath of the fight. The militiamen corpses were now joined by the beaten and battered remains of the grachlings who’d killed them. It was a mess, but the path to the commander’s corpse was now clear and Kaiden was free to get a closer look at it.

      There were no apparent acid burns, but the dead man’s armor was pierced and punctured in a dozen different places by gaping stab wounds.

      “If the quest was complete, we would have seen a system message,” Zelda said, joining him. “Apparently there’s still something we’re supposed to do.”

      “Investigate further, I guess?” Kaiden inspected the commander for a moment, then bent down to loot him.

      Despite his high level, the man’s inventory was mostly empty. A mediocre officer’s pistol, a commander’s badge, and the armor he wore, the durability of which had been reduced to zero. Kaiden looted it all anyway. It wouldn’t sell for much, but they were in desperate need of credits.

      As the commander’s badge entered his inventory, a prompt appeared in his vision.

      
        
        Mesa-North Militia base comm channel joined

      

      

      “Commander! Are you there? Respond!” a woman’s panicked voice shouted through the comms.

      “Whoa! Where is that coming from?” Titus asked, raising his hammer and looking around the crash site.

      “When I looted the commander’s badge we were pulled into a comms channel,” Kaiden said, realizing what had happened.

      “Who’s speaking? Identify yourself!” the woman demanded.

      “This is Kaiden. We were passing by and spotted the crash site of Commander Talbot’s shuttle.”

      “We stopped to help any survivors,” Zelda added, jumping into the conversation. “Unfortunately, there were none.”

      The woman cursed and then there was silence for several moments. When she finally spoke again her voice was steady.

      “This is Major Lissa Vauren of the United Zeross Militia, Deputy Commander of Mesa-North Militia base. Our commander went missing while inspecting our forward operating bases. It would seem you found him.”

      
        
        Quest Complete: The Blade Queen’s Ire

        Stage 1: Investigate the missing base commander

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, 520 credits

      

      

      
        
        Level 17 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      Nice! Kaiden smiled as the EXP poured in, then quickly opened his character sheet and assigned his new stat points to dexterity.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 17

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes

        Strength: 32 (+2)	Intelligence: 26

        Endurance: 32		Perception: 26

        Dexterity: 62 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities

        Hammer Smash, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Burst of Speed, Enhanced, Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      “Ha! Look at those credits,” Kaiden said. “Feels good to be making some money.”

      “Another perk of being free wardens,” Zelda said. “It makes sense, though. Seeing as most wardens are prisoners, they can't really be allowed to earn credits from quests. Credits have a real-world currency value and it wouldn’t stand to have prisoners earning an income for playing Nova in prison.”

      Before she could say any more, Major Vauren’s voice cut in.

      “You’re the reinforcements home base has been promising, right?”

      Reinforcements? What?

      “No, we’re—”

      “That’d be us,” Zelda said, slapping his shoulder.

      “Thank the stars. You couldn’t have come at a more dire time. We’re in a bad way here. They briefed you about the Blade Queen, right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Kaiden answered.

      “I mean, who hasn’t heard of the Blade Queen?” Titus added.

      Zelda sighed.

      “Yeah, well she has a bit of a bone to pick with us,” Vauren continued. “All of our forward bases are going dark, one by one. Reports indicate she’s sent an entire grachnid army our way and now our forces don’t have a commander. Or rather, we didn’t. You’re here now, though. You’ve been trained for this, right?”

      This must be the next part of the quest. Kaiden cleared his throat.

      “As it happens, I’m a really experienced commander.”

      Titus nodded, playing along. “Oh, definitely. He’s the best commander this side of the Greater Spiral Arm. I’ve seen him do a ton of, er, commanding.”

      “Excellent! I’m sending you our coordinates now. We need you here ASAP; the Blade Queen’s army could arrive at any moment.”

      
        
        **Update**

        Quest: The Blade Queen’s Ire

        Stage 2: You found the base commander, or what’s left of him. Now the task falls to you: defend Mesa-North Militia base from the grachnid onslaught.

        Expected Difficulty: Master

        Reward: 3,500 EXP, +4 faction prestige, 800 credits

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Taking the Reins - 1,500 EXP

        You’ve gained your first command! Congratulations, Commander. I’m sure

        you’ve worked long and studied hard for this responsibility. The lives of many soldiers are in your hands.

      

      

      “We’re on our way,” Kaiden said, skimming through the quest update message.

      “We’ll be ready for you,” the major said. “Vauren out.” She left the channel with a hiss of static.

      “All right!” Kaiden high-fived Titus and turned back toward the Veritas II. “Let’s get moving, huh? We’ve an army to defeat.”

      “Speaking of that army,” Zelda said, pointing to the ground between them and their ship.

      Five or six grachlings rose out of the sand then charged toward them, spear-like legs stabbing into the ground with each step.

      “Round two,” Titus said, lowering himself into a fighting position and flicking on his shield. “We can take ‘em.”

      “Fire up the engines, Acton,” Kaiden said, feeling a surge of excitement at the fight to come. He raised his hammer. “We’ll be there in a moment.”
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        Location discovered:

        Mesa-North Militia Base, Plane of Zeross

        Faction Alignment: Zeross United Militia

      

      

      As it turned out, Mesa-North Militia base was roughly north of their location and sat atop a mesa. Who would’ve thought?

      Pressed up against the window, Kaiden studied the area he was about to be tasked with defending as the Veritas II came in for landing.

      The majority of the base – a loose grouping of buildings – was gathered on the northeastern edge of the mesa. Its defenses came in the form of the seemingly insurmountable cliffs lining the edges of the mesa’s flat top. They circled it on all sides except for two places. On the western and southern sides of the mesa, the land sloped gently down in a loose cascade of dirt, rock, and sand. The results of past landslides, it appeared, which now formed natural ramps up and into the base.

      The pilot brought their ship in low over the edge of the mesa. On the way past Kaiden noticed two groups of soldiers – armed with ridiculously large guns and wearing power armor – stationed at the ramps. For now, they were idle. Despite what the quest had indicated, there didn’t appear to be any grachlings in the area. How long that would last was yet to be seen.

      The Veritas II touched down in a clear patch of ground on the edge of the cluster of buildings that was the base.

      “Commander, sir!” a female soldier said, throwing up a sharp salute as Kaiden stepped out.

      
        
        Major Vauren (NPC)

        Officer

        Faction: United Zeross Militia

        Level: 15

      

      

      “What, no salute for me?” Titus joked as he exited the ship. Zelda came next, rolling her eyes.

      “These are your... officers, I presume?” Vauren said, eyeing them.

      “Er, ‘co-commanders,’ I guess? We work together,” Kaiden explained.

      “Only one person can hold command at a time.”

      “We’re kind of a package deal.”

      “This is highly unusual. Home base has changed since I was there last.” She waved the thought away. “No matter. We’ll call them your officers. Now let’s go. This way.” She led them toward the base. As they neared, another group of soldiers passed, patrolling around the outskirts of the base. In the distance, Kaiden could make out two more groups doing the same thing.

      “We’ll lead the defense from the command tower, of course,” Vauren said, still striding forward with urgency. As she did, they passed several small buildings, each about twice the size of a transport shuttle. They all had legs on each corner, holding them a step or two off the ground.

      These buildings can move, Kaiden realized as he spotted small thruster packs and fuel tanks attached to each one.

      Vauren didn’t waste time explaining as she rushed them to the center of the base. There, the command tower waited. Roughly octagonal, it rose four stories into the air and was topped by a room lined with ceiling-to-floor windows.

      Provides a nice view of the surroundings, I bet.

      A door at the base of the tower hissed open and Vauren waved them inside. The ground floor was mostly pipes, storage lockers, and a few command terminals. The center of it, however, was dominated by an elevator.

      “Up we go,” Vauren said, closing the doors behind them as they stepped inside.

      “So, how’s this going to work?” Kaiden asked as the elevator hummed upwards.

      “We’ll use the command table, of course,” Vauren said, giving him an expectant look.

      “Oh, er, right. Of course.”

      “I’m sure you’re familiar with the capabilities of the table and the appropriate commands to use it, but if you’d like a refresher, I’m happy to assist.”

      “A refresher? Yes, that’d be great.”

      “From the table you’ll be able to position the troops, call for backup, and oversee the combat,” Vauren began, launching into what sounded like a prepared explanation that encompassed basic controls and capabilities.

      The overview was quick, but covered Kaiden’s most pressing questions. By the time the elevator came to a stop he was fairly confident he could at least manage the table.

      The doors opened, and they stepped out into the top floor of the tower. Massive windows provided an almost unobstructed view of everything around them. A narrow walkway and railing lining the outside of the room were the only things in the way.

      “Your table, Commander.” Vauren stepped aside and gestured to a massive table, twice as long as Kaiden was tall. The surface showed a live projection of the mesa complete with raised topography and patrolling troops.

      “This is your live feed of the area of operations,” Vauren explained.

      “What’s with the darkened areas?” Kaiden asked, frowning at the edges of the table. The top of the mesa and most of the ramps up to it were lit with brilliant, living color, but beyond that, the land faded to a darkened gray. Terrain like sand dunes and large rocks were still visible, but not much else.

      “This projection is stitched together from helmet cam live feeds from our troops on the ground. Anything they can see, we can see.” Vauren pointed to the darkness at the bottom of each ramp. “The grayed-out areas are currently beyond visual range. Unless we have someone in the area, we don’t know what’s happening there. As such, the map is populated with the most recent scans we have of the area. They’ll normally be accurate for terrain, but unless a soldier is there, we won’t be able to see anything new in the area.”

      Oh, so like the fog of war concept in any real-time strategy game? Wait, is this quest going to be an RTS?

      “Now,” Vauren said, pointing to the table again. “The last reports from our scouts marked three separate groups of bugs headed this way. We expect they’ll arrive in groups, one after the other.”

      Survive three waves of enemies. Got it. Kaiden had played his fair share of RTS games growing up and everything was starting to make sense now.

      “What are the current defenses?” he asked, nodding down to the groups of soldiers patrolling the ramps and base.

      Vauren lit up at that, as if he was finally speaking her language.

      “We’ve stationed a squad on each ramp.” She tapped the table’s surface and the map zoomed in on the two ramps. Apparently, a squad consisted of five men. As Kaiden watched, circles appeared around the individual troopers. The squad on the northern ramp were circled in green. An information window appeared just off to their side.

      
        
        Machine-Gun Trooper Squad 1

        Troopers: 5/5

        Tier 1 unit

        Orders:

        Patrol

        Attack

        [Guard]

      

      

      The squad on the western ramp was circled in orange.

      
        
        Machine-Gun Trooper Squad 2

        Troopers: 5/5

        Tier 1 unit

        Orders:

        Patrol

        Attack

        [Guard]

      

      

      “They’re guarding the ramps, as you can see,” Vauren continued, then moved the map to look down on the patrolling squads at the base’s perimeter. “Whereas these three squads are on patrol. They can be reassigned as needed but will otherwise keep watch along their assigned routes.”

      “It says the machine-gun troopers are ‘tier one,’” Zelda said. “Can they be upgraded?”

      “Machine-gun troopers are our basic infantry. Ground pounders through and through. Additional soldiers can be teleported in as reinforcements from the barracks.” She tapped a building inside the base and a new window opened.

      

      
        
        Barracks 1/4

        Tier 1 building

        Health: 100%

        Cost: 100 minerals

        Available reinforcements:

      

      

      
        
        Machine-Gun Trooper

        Tier 1 unit

        Health: medium

        Damage: medium

        Range: medium

        Cost: 25 minerals per squad (five units per squad)

      

      

      Beneath the machine-gun trooper option there were three more types of troopers, though these were grayed out.

      
        
        Executioner

        Tier 2 unit

        Health: high

        Damage: high

        Range: short (melee only)

        Passive ability: 2x damage when fighting in groups

        Cost: 25 minerals per two troopers

      

      

      
        
        Scout Trooper

        Tier 3 unit

        Health: low

        Damage: high (reduced fire rate)

        Range: long

        Passive ability: 2x sight range

        Cost: 50 minerals per trooper

      

      

      
        
        Officer

        Tier 4 unit

        Health: low

        Damage: low

        Range: medium

        Passive ability: 2x damage boost to nearby units and 2x passive healing boost

        Cost: 50 minerals per trooper

      

      

      “Right now, our base has one barracks,” Vauren said, tapping its location on the map. “That means we can teleport in tier one units as long as we can afford their cost. Tier two units will require a second barracks; tier three, a third, and so on.”

      “This all makes sense,” Kaiden said, nodding.

      Pretty standard RTS fare so far.

      He pointed to a gem icon at the corner of the table.

      
        
        Minerals: 350

      

      

      “That’s our resource pool and these drones are mining materials to keep it filled, yeah?” On one side of the base a swarm of drones buzzed back and forth. Though their bodies were circular, they boasted six arms each and had an assortment of tools mounted on them. As Kaiden spoke, they laser-drilled into a crystal spire on the edge of the base, breaking off chunks and carrying them back to a small building.

      “Exactly.” Vauren nodded enthusiastically. “Right now, they’re taking the minerals to our mineral repository. Every time you survive a group of bugs, the repository will add the newly gathered minerals to your pool. It’s vital to protect that building during each attack as losing it means losing our resource pool.”

      Vauren pointed back to the drones.

      “Don’t only focus on mining, though. These little guys do more than that.” She tapped one.

      
        
        Mining Drone

        Tier 0 unit

        Health: low

        Damage: low

        Range: low (melee only)

        Orders:

        [Mine]

        Build / Repair

        Take shelter

      

      

      “While they might just look like mining drones, they’re key to any base. By default, they can mine minerals, construct new buildings or repair damaged ones, and take shelter inside the repository. Depending on what buildings you have, they gain additional abilities.” She gestured to the barracks.

      “With an active barracks, the drones can build bunkers for your troops to take cover in. With an active garage, they can repair tanks and artillery. An ATC tower allows them to direct airstrikes, and a Missile Command building allows them to direct in orbital missile strikes.”

      “Those little guys do all that?” Titus said, frowning down at the map. “That’s insane.”

      “Never underestimate the drones,” Zelda said with a chuckle.

      “What buildings do we have active right now?” Kaiden asked, searching the table for the information. Vauren pulled it up.

      “Right now, we have one barracks, one garage, one mineral repository, and, of course, the command tower. Each of these provide an advantage to the base. The barracks, as we covered, can teleport in troops. The garage can build tanks and artillery. Most important of all these, though, is the command tower.” She gestured to the room around them. “If we lose a building, we lose the advantage it provides. If we lose this tower, the entire base will go offline.”

      “Not to mention we’re in the tower,” Titus added.

      Lose the tower, lose the base. Kaiden nodded.

      “Got it. Defend the tower at all costs.”

      “Exactly.” Vauren stood straight from where she’d been leaning over the command table. “Now, my part is done, Commander. The bugs will be here any minute and it’s time for you to organize our defense.” She saluted and stepped back. As she did, a system message appeared in the corner of Kaiden’s vision.

      
        
        Time until next wave: 3:00

        2:59…

        2:58…

        2:57...

      

      

      “All right, then.” Kaiden set down his hammer. This was going to be a battle of a different sort. “Let’s get to it.”
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      “Do we know anything about this incoming wave of bugs?” Zelda asked, looking to Vauren.

      “They’re coming this way and they want to kill us all,” the NPC said.

      “Great. Real helpful.” Zelda turned back to the command table.

      “We have an active garage, right?” Kaiden pulled it up on the map.

      
        
        Garage 1/2

        Tier 1 building

        Health: 100%

        Cost: 100 minerals

        Available reinforcements:

      

      

      
        
        Dozer Tank

        Tier 1 unit

        Health: high

        Damage: very high

        Range: medium

        Abilities:

        Dig In: When dug in, range increases to high. Tank cannot move

        until returned to normal mode.

        Cost: 50 minerals per unit

      

      

      Below the tank listing was another for an artillery unit, but it was grayed out seeing as it was a tier two unit and they only had one garage.

      “I’m no expert, but tanks seem like a good option, right?”

      “Tanks are badass,” Titus said, nodding.

      Zelda frowned at him. “Did you just compliment yourself?”

      His only response was a sly smile.

      Zelda waved him off. “Tanks seem like a good idea.”

      “Two tanks, coming up.” Kaiden set the garage to build them and, when they were done, send one to each ramp.

      
        
        Minerals: 250

      

      

      “That took a chunk out of our resources,” Titus said, frowning at the reduced number.

      “It did, but looking at the troops we have now, I think we have enough. I mean, I don’t know how big the first wave is going to be, but we have five squads of machine-gun troopers and two tanks.” Kaiden looked over the map.

      “Three of those squads are patrolling, though. We should send them to the front,” Zelda said, pointing to the ramps.

      “I think you’re right. One extra squad to each ramp, which would leave the last squad patrolling in reserve.” He tapped the instructions onto the table and the squads reacted immediately, breaking from their patrol routes and heading to the ramps. As they passed the garage, the first tank rolled out of it and joined the group bound for the western ramp.

      “Dozer-One en route and ready to rumble!” A little speaker icon appeared next to the unit on the map as it reported in.

      “Whoo! Go get ‘em,” Titus shouted.

      So, that’s two squads at each ramp and, as soon as the next one is built, a tank each.

      “What else do we need? There’s still two hundred and fifty minerals to use.”

      “I’m only a bit biased, but a scout trooper to pick off targets from a distance might be a good idea,” Zelda said, opening the barracks window.

      “The scout trooper’s a tier three unit. We’ll need two more barracks to teleport just one in.”

      “Doesn’t the scout trooper double our sight range or something?” Titus asked, scrolling the menu down and tapping the unit. “Yeah, it does. We could position the scout on this hill here,” he pointed to a slight rise in the mesa roughly between the two ramps. “It should be able to cover both ramps from there, right?”

      He’s right, Kaiden realized.

      “And you said you weren’t good at games,” he said, elbowing the big guy.

      “Back with the King Street boys, anytime we did a job we had to set a lookout.” He shrugged. “This doesn’t seem much different.”

      Kaiden clicked through the menus to order two more barracks, then selected where they should be built. Several of the mining drones reassigned themselves to the area and started constructing the buildings. As they did, the resource pool dropped to fifty minerals left.

      “Assigning drones to tasks other than mining will slow how quickly your resource pool fills,” Vauren said, nodding to the busy drones. “Make sure to get those drones back to mining as soon as they’re done or you’ll have less resources to work with for the next group of bugs.”

      “Ah, thanks.” Kaiden did as she suggested. As he did, the second tank rolled out of the garage.

      “Dozer-Two underway,” its driver announced.

      Lumbering slowly, its heavy metal tread pulverizing the ground, the tank made its way toward the south ramp.

      
        
        Time until next wave: 0:57

      

      

      “Time’s almost up,” Kaiden said, surveying the map. He couldn’t keep his eyes from drifting toward the darkened area at the edge of the map. How close were the bugs? And how many? If they didn’t have enough troops, this could get ugly.

      “Is there anything else we need to do?”

      The barracks were finished and Zelda tapped the screen to teleport in the scout trooper. As soon as he arrived, she sent him to the hill Titus had marked.

      “I think... I think we’re good,” she said, talking slowly and considering the map one last time. “At least, I don’t see anything else we should do.”

      “We’re out of resources for this round anyway.” Kaiden also did one last look over the map. “The only other thing we could do is move that reserve unit, but I want to keep them in the back just in case.”

      Oh, wait!

      Kaiden tapped the tanks and ordered them to dig in. Their frames lowered to the ground and support beams extended out to the side, bracing them in place. Their barrels rotated like a zooming camera lens, then extended in length.

      “Good catch,” Zelda said, nodding.

      “Fifteen seconds left,” Titus said, crossing his arms and leaning a hip against the table.

      With nothing left to do on the command table, Kaiden panned the view over to look at the ramps and the troops stationed there, then thumbed idly at his hammer.

      
        
        Time until next wave: 0:06

        0:05…

        0:04…

        0:03...

      

      

      Here we go.

      “Grachlings inbound, Commander!” a voice shouted. The scout trooper, Kaiden realized as the speaker icon flashed next to his position.

      “Where from?”

      “Both ramps and closing fast. It’s a full-on charge!”

      A dose of adrenaline rushed through Kaiden’s veins, making him jumpy and eager for action. But this wasn’t his fight. Not directly, at least. His place was here, commanding. So he did the best he could to remain calm.

      On instinct, he looked out of the window, toward the ramps. Not more than a hundred paces distant, his troopers were clearly visible, lined up in a loose formation and staring down the oncoming enemy. Except Kaiden couldn’t see any enemy. The ramps sloped down and away, hiding the attackers from view.

      The map, right.

      He turned back to the table, scanning the map.

      The scout trooper had extended their visual range down to the bottom of the ramps, and there the grachlings were drawing into view. They poured forward like an avalanche. Except this avalanche was made of spear-like legs and crushing pincers and was rushing uphill. Right at their troopers.

      “Showtime, boys. Give ‘em hell,” Vauren said.

      “Open fire!” Kaiden shouted the command though the troopers didn’t need any urging. At both ramps, their guns simultaneously burst to life. The tower was close enough to the action that the echoes of the gunfire reverberated against the windows and set them shaking in their frames. Even the response of the grachlings was audible, screams and howls echoing up from the ramps just out of sight.

      Pushing the noise from his mind — along with the thought of just how close the enemy already was — Kaiden focused on the map and specifically the western ramp. There, the reverse avalanche of grachlings was making headway. Three dozen little health bars had appeared above the bugs. Those in the front were quickly draining beneath the rain of gunfire and for every five paces the charge advanced, another bug fell.

      The front lines absorbed the bulk of the damage, though, protecting those behind them as long as they could. The troopers were only hitting one target at a time. Inefficient when faced with such large numbers.

      We need area of effect damage.

      And then the tank fired. A concussive blast exploded outward from it, kicking up dust and sand and whirling it about. Almost at the same moment, its round exploded amongst the second rank of the charging bugs. Three health bars dropped to zero immediately and four or five others drained by a third.

      “That’s what I’m talking about!” Titus pumped a fist, then punched Kaiden in the shoulder. As he did, the shockwave from the tank’s shot buffeted against the windows of the tower.

      For all the noise, the defense was holding. From the machine guns and tank rounds a good third of the bugs were dead on the western ramp. That left around two dozen still attacking, though.

      “Don’t celebrate just yet,” Zelda said and pointed to the southern ramp.

      The grachlings there had made it further and taken fewer losses. They were moments from reaching the line of firing troopers.

      “Don’t back down!” Kaiden urged, shouting his orders to the troopers there. Whether they heard him or not it was impossible to tell. The tank fired but its shot flew too far, dropping behind the bugs.

      “They’re inside the tank’s minimum range,” Vauren said, cursing.

      I positioned the tanks too close, damn it.

      The bugs hit the line of troopers like a wave and the fight broke into chaos. A calculated, brutal chaos. The grachlings, as if driven by the same mind, singled out one trooper at a time, then swarmed the target, burying it beneath a barrage of stabbing legs and crushing pincers.

      The first trooper went down under the surge, his health bar flashing non-stop as blow after blow pierced his armor.

      “Get them off me! Get them off—”

      He screamed, and for a moment the sounds of battle weren’t just assaulting the tower from outside, but pouring in through the speakers, coming from the soldier’s open mic.

      The sounds were drowned out by a barrage of gunfire as the other troopers fired on the mob surrounding their comrade. Several of the bugs went down. High-caliber rounds plunged into their carapaces, then exploded out the other side in sprays of orange ooze. These bugs died quickly, but the swarm seemed not to care. Ignoring their own losses, they continued from one target to the next.

      In such close quarters, it didn’t take long for them to jump from trooper to trooper.

      We can counter this. An idea popped into Kaiden’s head.

      “Spread out!” he ordered to the troopers at both ramps. “Keep ten paces between you and the next soldier.”

      The troopers thinned their ranks, retreating several paces back toward the base, and they stopped dying so quickly. The maneuver added a good second or two of travel time for the bugs to hop from one target to another. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to double the number killed per trooper lost.

      “Tanks return to normal mode,” Zelda said, hurriedly marking a location on the map. “Back up and fire at will.”

      “Good call,” Kaiden said, nodding to her as the tanks undeployed and rolled backwards. Their extended range wasn’t worth much if the enemies were right up on them. Their support was necessary to winning this fight.

      Kaiden looked back to the western ramp next. The situation was similar, but the additional spacing between troopers and the added fire from the tanks was winning out. Several troopers lay dead, along with dozens of grachlings. Tank rounds exploded among their ranks and the machine gun fire never let up. All the while, the scout trooper unloaded round after round into the attackers. Each shot kicked up a concussive blast, similar to that of the tanks. It left his barrel smoking. Each shot also killed a bug.

      He was picking his targets, sniping those that had already been injured. Combined with the damage the grachlings had already taken, the scout trooper’s powerful rounds finished them off.

      The fight lasted another minute, and Kaiden cringed every time another trooper was swarmed, but soon, the last bug fell. The gunfire died down and the surviving troopers slowly lowered their weapons.

      “All right,” Kaiden said, looking over the remains of the battle with a growing sense of relief. “We made it.”

      
        
        Wave One: Complete

        Total EXP Gained: 4,000

      

      

      
        
        Vital Statistics:

        Enemies slain: 62

        Friendlies lost: 12

        Friendlies remaining: 14

        Buildings lost: 0

        Base integrity: 100%

      

      

      
        
        Time until next wave: 3:00

        2:59…

        2:58…

        2:57...
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      “Okay, okay,” Kaiden said, trying to gather his thoughts in the aftermath of the first wave. “Two minutes and change until the next wave. We need a plan.”

      “The western ramp lost five of its ten troopers,” Zelda said, navigating around the map. “And the southern lost seven of ten and took some damage to its tank.”

      Heavy casualties for a first wave. The southern ramp almost didn’t hold. Kaiden spared a glance out the window. At the top of both ramps the sand was stained with blood and the orange fluids of the grachnids. If those positions fell, the fighting would be right on the edge of the base, if not directly inside it.

      Then don’t let those positions fall, he told himself and forced his eyes back to the command table.

      “So, what did we learn? How can we do better?” He thought back on the fighting. “The grachnids fight with swarm tactics and can only attack with melee.”

      “We need someone or something to hold the front line,” Titus said, pointing to the corpses from the first wave. “Our troopers did great damage at range, but as soon as the bugs closed in, things got hairy. We need a tank,” he said, nodding down to his shield. “And I mean of the defensive kind.”

      “Agreed,” Kaiden said. Titus was spot on. He himself had proven the value of a good tank to a fighting unit. But what were their options? Kaiden scrolled through the list of available units.

      “The executioner is a melee class and has high health. We could put some of them on the front lines. They look more like DPS classes than tanks, but they might do the job.”

      “And the officer provides healing bonuses,” Zelda chimed in. “That could keep the front lines intact longer and give our machine-gun troopers enough time to fight back.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Kaiden said, nodding. “I like this. We put executioners up front, then back them up with officers and machine-gun troopers. That’s going to cost a lot of minerals, though. And we can assume the next swarm is going to be even bigger. Our troops will heal more quickly, but they’ll take more damage as well.”

      There were a lot of unknowns.

      I don’t know enough about the balance of this game. But there wasn’t time to agonize over a decision. They just had to make one.

      “More troopers are fine, but I was thinking something else,” Titus said and navigated through the table’s menus. He pulled up the list of buildings the drone could construct. “Something like this.” He stabbed his finger down on one option.

      
        
        Bunker 0/10

        Tier 1 building

        Health: 100%

        Cost: 100 minerals

        Abilities: Troopers inside a bunker are not dealt damage until the bunker’s health is reduced to zero. Max capacity: 5 troopers.

      

      

      Why didn’t I think of that?

      “Good idea, Titus.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said with a smug smile.

      “So, bunkers cost one hundred minerals each and we have…” Kaiden trailed off as he looked up to the resource pool.

      
        
        Minerals: 550

      

      

      “Five hundred and fifty. Okay, we can work with that.”

      
        
        Time until next wave: 1:35...

      

      

      “We just need to work fast.”

      As quick as he could, Kaiden navigated through the menus and ordered the drones to build a bunker at each ramp. They did so, the bunkers appearing in moments at the cost of dropping their resource pool to three hundred and fifty minerals.

      “Executioners next,” Zelda said. “We can pair them with the bunkers for a rock-solid front line.”

      Thankfully, they’d had the foresight to build two extra barracks prior to the first wave, unlocking higher tiered infantry. Kaiden teleported in four executioners.

      The machine-gun troopers were armored soldiers with heavy weapons in hand, but compared to the executioners, they looked positively slim. The new units were encased in some sort of power armor that bulked their proportions up to intimidating levels.

      The armor was a splattering of red and orange camo that blended with the sand of the planet. Each unit held a massive polearm in hand. They were more than that, however. With a flick of a switch, the executioners turned on the weapons. Energy sprung to life along the weapon, concentrating around the head where it sizzled and popped, as if itching to be plunged into an enemy.

      “These guys are going to do some serious damage,” Kaiden said, a smile pulling at his face. “But all this front-line muscle won’t do much without troopers to back it up,” he added a moment later as he realized just how depleted their ranks of machine-gun troopers were. The southern ramp didn’t even have enough to fill a bunker.

      “Two more squads?” Titus asked.

      “I think so.” Kaiden had them teleported in and sent one squad to each ramp. As they arrived, the drones finished building the bunkers.

      “Machine-gunners load into the bunkers,” Kaiden said, giving the command verbally as he was already busy flipping through other menus. “Executioners set up next to the bunkers. Tanks and everyone else, hold position behind the front lines and make sure you have a clear line of sight.”

      All this spending was depleting their resources, but there wasn’t time to be conservative. They had to survive the oncoming wave – and then the one after that.

      
        
        Minerals: 250

      

      

      “I think that’s going to hold,” Kaiden said, looking over the ramps. The western ramp now had a bunker loaded with five machine-gun troopers, an executioner on either side, and behind that, a tank and the five extra machine-gun troopers. The southern ramp had a similar set-up, but with two less troopers due to the extra losses they’d incurred.

      “Thirty seconds left,” Kaiden said, noting the time. “What else do we need?”

      “I was going to say officers now, but I think we need to build for the next round again. A second garage unlocks artillery units. We’d have minerals left over to build one. Position it with the reserve patrol, equally between the two ramps, and it’ll have both of them in range. Just like our scout,” Zelda said. She’d clearly put some thought into the plan, considering how precise it was. As she finished, she pulled up the stats on the artillery unit.

      
        
        Earth-Breaker

        Tier 2 unit

        Health: very low

        Damage: exceptional

        Range: long

        Abilities:

        Shattered Earth: A direct hit deals massive amounts of damage, but shrapnel-filled explosive rounds also create widespread splash damage on impact.

        Cost: 100 minerals per unit

      

      

      “Done,” Kaiden said, tapping out the commands on the screen.

      Exceptional damage? Yeah, that sounds pretty good to me.

      “Soon as the garage is finished, the artillery unit will start building. As soon as it’s done, we’ll move it into position.”

      “It won’t make the start of the attack,” Titus said.

      
        
        Time until next wave: 0:17...

      

      

      “Better late than never, I guess.”

      “Wave two of three,” Zelda said, looking out the window and down to the newly arrayed defenders. Kaiden followed her gaze. The defenses were starting to look respectable. Assuming no surprises, they should hold, and worst-case scenario, they still had the one reserve patrol of machine-gun troopers waiting to plug any holes that might open in the line.

      “We can do this,” Kaiden said, reassuring himself as much as anyone. “We can do this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Grachnids inbound!” the scout trooper called, pointing to the bottom of the southern ramp.

      “What the hell is that?” Titus asked, leaning forward for a better view.

      “Goliath bug,” Vauren said, frowning. “Big, slow, and prone to spitting streams of burning acid. We can’t let it get in close, it’ll do massive damage to anything in range.”

      Kaiden zoomed in on the Goliath bug. So far there was only one, advancing on the southern ramp. It was a massive, beetle-looking thing with three legs on each side and a mandibled mouth with a tube-like funnel protruding from it. A little flame burned at the end of the tube, reminding him all too much of an idling flamethrower.

      “There’s another one!” the scout reported.

      Sure enough, a second bug had appeared now, further back but moving toward the western ramp.

      One for each ramp, and no doubt there’ll be reinforcements behind them.

      “Tanks, you know what to do,” Kaiden said, highlighting the Goliaths as the primary targets. “Tear ‘em apart.”

      The windows of the command tower shook with the force of the blasts as the tanks opened fire. The artillery unit wasn’t finished yet, but Kaiden set it to link up with the reserve patrol as soon as it was.

      The tanks’ rounds hit the Goliath bugs with earth-shattering explosions that pushed them a step or two to either side. Despite the force of the blast, the bugs’ health only dropped by around fifteen percent.

      “That’s not a lot of damage,” Zelda said, grimacing as the Goliaths continued up the ramps. Considering a tank round usually killed three or more grachlings, she wasn’t kidding.

      “They’ll be in range of our machine-gun troopers any minute now,” Kaiden said. The additional damage was going to be much needed. But would it be enough?

      “Grachlings approaching,” the scout trooper reported. “Moving quick!”

      He was right. Kaiden focused the map on the bottom of the ramps where a swarm of grachlings was advancing.

      “They’re in prime range for our tanks,” Titus said. “Blast ‘em to bits.”

      “We can’t pull fire from the Goliaths,” Kaiden said, considering their options. It was a simple strategy on the bugs’ part, but there was no denying it was working. If the Goliaths absorbed enough fire to cover the grachlings’ advance, the troopers’ advantage of range would be erased.

      “We need a new plan,” Titus said, clenching a fist and pounding it on the table.

      The tanks fired again and the Goliaths’ health dropped to seventy percent, just dipping into orange. They were halfway up the ramps now, with their grachlings not far behind.

      “Artillery in position. Y’all rang?” a relaxed voice spoke with a hint of country twang.

      “Oh, that timing,” Kaiden said with a chuckle of relief. “Not a moment too soon.”

      “Prioritize the Goliath bug on the southern ramp,” Zelda ordered. “That’s our weakest ramp. It’ll need the most help.”

      “Yes’m,” the artillery driver said, then rotated his vehicle. For the most part it looked like one of the tanks, except the armor had been stripped, leaving the driver protected only by a glass cockpit. As he took aim at the ramp, a barrel twice as long as the rest of the vehicle raised into the air. Slowly, slowly, it turned to the south.

      “Fire!” Zelda shouted. And it did.

      A plume of fire exploded out of the barrel. The concussion blast hit the command tower so hard Kaiden felt it in his chest.

      Almost thought I was going to take damage from that…

      All around the artillery unit for twenty or so paces, dust was kicked into the air. A thick cloud of smoke poured from the barrel, so dense it fell to the ground and rolled away like artificial fog.

      For what seemed an eternity, the round hung in the air. Below, the Goliath bug continued up the southern ramp. The tank there fired again and the bug was staggered to one side, pausing for a moment as its health dropped to fifty-five percent. Nonetheless, it shook off the blow and continued forward and up.

      And then the artillery shell fell.

      If Kaiden hadn’t been paying attention he would have thought a volcano was erupting on the ramp. The Goliath bug instantly disappeared in the sun-bright explosion of fire and smoke and steaming chunks of earth. A visible concussion blast burst outwards from the explosion, but no units were in range and it dissipated harmlessly.

      “Did we get it?” Titus asked, leaning closer to the table. “There’s no way it survived that, right?”

      On the now smoke-crowded ramp, something moved. Something big.

      The Goliath bug.

      “No…” Titus said, unable to believe his eyes as it took one lumbering step forward.

      “Wait,” Zelda said, pointing. “Look at its health!”

      The artillery round hadn’t killed the Goliath bug, but it had dropped its health into the red. Deep into the red, in fact.

      “Eighteen percent left!” Kaiden said, pumping his fist. “Artillery, can you fire again?”

      “The name’s Gritte, and not just yet. Gotta get another round loaded and let the barrel cool. Give me thirty seconds.”

      Thirty seconds? Talk about a cooldown timer.

      “We’re going to have to make every one of Gritte’s shots count,” he said. “Fire on the western ramp Goliath bug as soon as possible.”

      “Yessir,” Gritte gave a lazy salute from the cockpit of his unit.

      The Goliath bug on the southern ramp was still walking, but not for long. The tank there fired a third round and the bug was staggered backwards. Its health dropped to three percent.

      “It’s in range of the machine-gun troopers now,” Zelda said, smirking. “Finish it off.”

      They didn’t need to be told twice. The executioners couldn’t do anything yet, but the troops in the bunker were well within range. The five firing ports on the bunker’s sides opened up with a muzzle flash as the troopers inside lit the Goliath bug up. Each shot did a comically small amount of damage, but with sustained fire from five troopers, the Goliath bug’s health ticked slowly down.

      “Two percent,” Kaiden said, eyes locked on its health bar.

      One percent... come on, come on!

      “Boom!” Titus shouted as the bug finally took lethal damage. It took one more step forward then collapsed altogether.

      “Woohoo!”

      “Yeah!”

      “That’s how it’s done!”

      A volley of cheers burst from the troopers on the southern ramp.

      “Grachlings!” Kaiden shouted, cutting them off. “Fire at will!”

      The Goliath bug was down but now the grachlings had arrived. They flowed like a flood around its corpse, over it and past it, swarming up to the bunker. The troopers inside opened fire again and several of the grachlings went down in sprays of orange blood.

      The executioners gave a cry, then lowered their weapons and met the charge head-on. Their laser-bolstered polearms cut through limbs and carapaces as if they were paper. Each slash took down at least one bug. But the fighting wasn’t so one-sided.

      The grachlings were scoring hits of their own. Using their swarming tactics, they targeted the southern-most executioner. He killed four or five of them before going down in an avalanche of stabbing legs and crushing pincers.

      His screams cut off abruptly as his health bar emptied.

      The grachlings turned and targeted the next executioner. He went down just as quickly.

      All that was left of the front line on the southern ramp was the bunker. Behind it, the dozer tank and three unprotected machine-gun troopers. The troopers fired into the ranks of the bugs, but the tank didn’t.

      “Why aren’t you firing, Dozer-Two?” Zelda said, pulling up a comm channel directly to the unit.

      “The bunker’s too close, ma’am. If I fire, I’ll damage it.”

      “Shit,” Zelda cursed.

      “If any of those bugs get far enough away, light them up,” Kaiden said.

      “Will do, sir.”

      The machine-gun troopers kept firing. Their bullets cut into the grachling ranks, racking up kills.

      
        
        Warning: building under attack!

      

      

      A system message flashed in Kaiden’s vision as the bugs assaulted the bunker. Their pincers tore into the metal, ripping and tearing at every weak point they could find. Dozens of them died, but there were still twenty or so left. The bunker did what it could, all five firing ports lit with constant muzzle flashes, but as Kaiden watched, the structure’s health bar dropped. It was in orange, then red, then, as it emptied, the bugs ripped another chunk of armor off the top of the building, leaving the troopers inside exposed.

      “They’re inside! They’re in—”

      The firing ports went dark as the grachlings poured into the structure. Moments later, the health bars of the five soldiers inside emptied, then faded from view.

      Jeez. Kaiden swallowed hard and looked up from the table. The battle at the head of the southern ramp was so close now that he could see it in detail. The smoking remains of the bunker, the flashes of gunfire from the still-living troopers.

      “You’re clear to fire, Dozer-Two,” Zelda said, drawing his attention back to the table.

      “Firing.”

      The remains of the bunker went up in fire and smoke as the tank laid into it. One round first, then a second. The grachlings inside, clawing to pull themselves out, died with it.

      “Do we need to send the reserve patrol up to help them?” Titus asked, watching the battle through the window.

      “No,” Zelda said, gesturing to the table. “Look, they’ve got this. If only just.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Dozer-Two had taken down a good ten or so grachlings as it destroyed the remains of the bunker. That left fourteen bugs to charge the unprotected troopers and tank.

      Dozer-Two fired again, killing four of them and injuring three others.

      Ten left.

      The machine-gun troopers focused their fire, concentrating on the closest grachlings. They were fifteen paces distant from the firing line. Two went down.

      Eight left.

      Ten paces distant now and closing fast. The troopers didn’t let up, firing full-auto.

      Five bugs left.

      Dozer-Two lit off another round and it detonated right in the middle of the remaining bugs. Orange blood and chunks of carapace sprayed into the air and three more bugs died.

      The last two limped through the explosion, screaming as they struggled to close the gap to their enemies. Five paces to go.

      The leftmost bug collapsed as its legs were blown off.

      Another shot collapsed the last remaining bug.

      “Filthy thing,” one of the troopers said, then stepped forward and put one final bullet into the thing’s head. Its health bar flashed down to empty, then faded.

      “That was too close,” Kaiden said, shaking his head.

      “This isn’t done yet,” Zelda reminded him, pointing to the western ramp.

      In all the chaos he’d completely forgotten it.

      “Gritte!” Kaiden called, looking to the artillery unit. “Why haven’t you—”

      A deafening explosion cut him off as the artillery unit fired.

      Kaiden followed the round’s arc, drawing his eyes to the western ramp. The Goliath bug there was still standing, its heath in the red, but holding steady at thirty-two percent. Worse, the bug was almost at the bunker! The tube at the end of its mouth began to shake and swell and then a plume of bright orange acid spewed forth. It sloshed over the bunker and immediately began eating through the metal. The structure hissed and smoked and its health bar dropped to half.

      The artillery shell landed and the Goliath bug disappeared as the earth around it was reduced to smoking rubble. The bug’s health bar flashed and drained to zero. The massive thing collapsed, dead, just in front of the bunker, which had also absorbed some splash damage.

      “This is going to be close,” Zelda said. She crossed her arms and frowned as the grachlings on the western ramp surged into the troopers’ front lines.

      Just like the last fight, the two executioners cut a swathe through the bugs before dying, their polearms leaving a trail of grachling limbs and red-hot, sizzling carapaces. The bunker went down more quickly this time seeing as the Goliath bug had reduced its health to half. It collapsed into a smoldering ruin, taking the soldiers inside with it. However, the western ramp had more machine-gun troopers than the southern, since it had fared better in the first attack. Their fire, combined with Dozer-One, cut the grachling ranks down to reasonable levels. After thirty more seconds, a final, earth-shattering shot from Gritte and his artillery unit ended the fight.

      Kaiden breathed a sigh of relief as a system message appeared in his vision.

      
        
        Wave Two: Complete

        Total EXP Gained: 5,500

      

      

      
        
        Vital Statistics:

        Enemies slain: 82

        Friendlies lost: 14

        Friendlies remaining: 16

        Buildings lost: 2

        Base integrity: 100%
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      The flood of system messages didn’t end with the huge lump of EXP they received for surviving the wave. Two more messages appeared in Kaiden’s vision as he took deep breaths to keep himself calm. The second wave had been too close.

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Darkest before Dawn - 1,000 EXP

        You’ve survived the first two waves, but the worst is yet to come. The rest of the grachnid army approaches.

      

      

      
        
        Level 18 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      
        
        Ability unlocked: Kickback (Replaces Hammer Smash)

      

      

      Ayy! A new ability. It’s about time. At lower levels Kaiden knew you gained abilities more frequently than higher levels, but still, it felt good to unlock something new. He pulled up his character sheet quickly to assign his new stat points – all three into dexterity, as usual – and check out Kickback.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 18

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 33 (+2)	Intelligence: 27

        Endurance: 33		Perception: 27

        Dexterity: 66 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Kickback, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Burst of Speed, Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      Kaiden selected his new ability to bring up more information on it.

      
        
        Ability: Kickback (Replaces Hammer Smash)

        The warden overcharges their hammer and slams it into the ground. Kickback deals base damage to all enemies in a 5-foot radius and launches the warden 15 feet backwards.

        Cost: 10 charge

        Cooldown: 15 seconds

      

      

      Interesting. So I’ve lost Hammer Smash, but gained a more powerful version with an additional disengage ability. Sounds good to me.

      Taking damage wasn’t exactly an enhanced warden’s specialty, so any abilities that helped him dodge damage were beyond useful in Kaiden’s eyes.

      “Whoa, this is new,” Zelda said, eyes distant. Kaiden’s readout marked her as level eighteen as well. Titus, too.

      “Check this out,” Zelda said, then sent them both a screenshot of her most recent unlocked ability.

      
        
        Ability: Sniper Mode

        Warden must remain stationary for five seconds to activate or deactivate this mode. While in Sniper Mode, movement is locked and the warden’s hammer-gun extends into a rifle. Range and damage dealt from all attacks increased by 100%.

      

      

      Damage increased by one hundred percent? Kaiden couldn’t believe what he was reading.

      “That’s insane, Zelda! That ability alone is good enough reason to play the blast warden class.”

      “One of many,” she said, shooting him a smirk.

      “Titus,” Kaiden asked, turning to the big man. “Any unlocks for you?”

      “Guess you’ll just have to wait and see,” he said, looking sly.

      “If you three are all done, I’d like to remind you we are still facing the other half of the Blade Queen’s army,” Vauren said, clapping her hands. “Two waves down, one to go.”

      Right. He’d let himself get distracted. Kaiden looked up to the ‘next wave’ timer.

      
        
        Time until next wave: 2:30

      

      

      “Okay, then.” Kaiden leaned over the command table. “Last wave. How do we want to do this?” He looked down at the map, reviewing the status of their defenses.

      “We’ve three machine-gun troopers left at the southern ramp along with Dozer-Two. Five troopers at the western ramp with Dozer-One. And, of course, our scout trooper, reserve patrol of machine-gun troopers, and Gritte on his Earth-Breaker artillery unit,” he said.

      “And six-hundred minerals in our resource pool,” Zelda added.

      “I think the first thing we have to do,” Kaiden said, pointing to the rubble at each ramp, “is rebuild the bunkers. They kept our troopers alive for a long time before they fell.”

      “Agreed,” Titus said, nodding. “They delayed the advance long enough for the big guns to do their job.”

      Kaiden sent several drones to rebuild the two bunkers. That depleted their resource pool by two hundred gems.

      “Though I’m not partial to melee combat, I have to say the executioners did an exceptional job,” Zelda said, bringing the unit up in the barracks information window. “More of those couldn’t hurt.”

      Kaiden’s finger hovered over the ‘teleport executioner’ option.

      “Why not rebuild our defenses like last round, but with more executioners? They tore through the grachlings. With a few more of them, then the cover fire from the bunker, the machine-gun troopers, the tanks, and the artillery piece, we should be fine, right?”

      “Seems logical to me,” Titus said. Zelda also nodded in agreement.

      “No strategy is perfect, but from what we know right now, this one makes sense.”

      Kaiden ran the numbers in his head quickly. With four hundred minerals remaining in their resource pool, they could teleport in thirty-two executioners. But no; they’d lost the machine-gun troopers inside the bunkers, so two squads of them needed to be replaced at twenty-five minerals per squad. That meant their resource pool could afford two squads of machine-gun troopers and twenty-eight executioner units.

      “Do we want to bring in any more scout troopers?” he asked after doing the math. “We can totally spam executioners, but I think we might be better served by diversifying a bit.”

      “We could build more tanks,” Titus said. “They hit hard.”

      “But they need to keep their targets at a distance. If our lines break – and we don’t know what’s coming in this third wave – the tanks could end up too close to their targets to fire,” Zelda said.

      “Hmmm.” Titus grumbled the noise. “Fine.”

      “Titus does have a point, though. If we can afford to build a strong ground army and back it up with more firepower, why not?” He scrolled the map over to where Gritte and his artillery unit were awaiting further orders. “Another artillery piece could be perfect. If the next wave brings more tanker bugs, we can’t afford to let them get in close again. We saw what they did to that bunker.”

      “Best unit in the militia, artillery is,” Gritte cut in. “The more the merrier, I always say. Well, the merrier we are, not the bugs.”

      “Thank you, Gritte,” Vauren said, though her tone was anything but thankful. “We’ll contact you with further orders.”

      He gave another lazy salute, then leaned back in his cockpit and pulled his hat down over his eyes.

      “All right, how about this,” Zelda said, navigating the table and opening several information windows. “We reinforce the front lines with sixteen executioners and ten machine-gun troopers. Next, an extra artillery piece for added firepower and two more scout troopers. That should use up our remaining four hundred minerals exactly.”

      Yeah, that could work. Kaiden looked over the map. That strategy would make a strong front line and provide additional firepower. For now, though, they had to make a decision. Time was running out.

      “I like that plan,” Kaiden said. “Titus?”

      “Could use a few more tanks, but sure, I say go for it.”

      “Your wish is my command,” Zelda said and began ordering the units. Her fingers flew across the command table’s screen so fast Kaiden wasn’t sure she hadn’t somehow activated Burst of Speed.

      As the final few seconds expired on the next wave timer, Zelda ordered the units into position.

      In a matter of moments, the ramps had been reinforced. The southern one now boasted thirteen machine-gun troopers, five of whom were in the bunker, eight executioners, and a tank. The western ramp had the same, except they’d come through the second wave with two extra machine-gunners, so the total number there was fifteen troopers.

      Backing up both ramps were the two artillery units, the reserve patrol, and what was now three scout troopers.

      It’s a good set-up. The strongest we’ve had yet. Kaiden couldn’t help but smile.

      
        
        Time until next wave: 0:00

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Anything yet?” Kaiden asked, opening a direct channel to the scout trooper as he scanned the map.

      “Nothing in sight, sir.”

      Their front lines were set. Their tanks were dug in. Even the artillery was ready to go. The only problem was, there didn’t appear to be any bugs.

      The next wave timer had hit zero what felt like an age ago. Still it was sitting on zero minutes, zero seconds, and blinking red in the corner of Kaiden’s vision. But no bugs. Not a single one.

      “This is a strategy, right?” Kaiden asked, idly flipping around on the map’s view.

      “Something’s up,” Zelda agreed. “I just don’t know what.” She opened a comm channel to all units. “Keep your eyes open and stay alert for any shenanigans. Let’s not get caught sleeping.”

      
        
        Warning: building under attack!

      

      

      The message flashed in Kaiden’s vision, accompanied by an alarm from the command table.

      What? Where?

      His first instincts directed him to the bunkers. Had the bugs somehow slipped up the ramp unnoticed? Were they attacking from long range? But no. The bunkers weren’t taking any damage.

      “Where’s the attack coming from?” he asked, searching on the map.

      “Uh, Kaiden?” Titus said, tapping him on the shoulder.

      “Yeah, what?”

      Titus pulled him from the table and turned him toward the window.

      “What are you... oh.”

      The attack was coming from inside the base. Kaiden bent slowly, reaching for his hammer as he stared out the window.

      Four wings buzzed back at him, moving so quick he couldn’t see anything more than a blur. The wings were attached to the biggest, meanest looking dragonfly Kaiden had ever seen.

      
        
        Grachnid Raptor

        Level: 14

      

      

      Kaiden’s visor gave him a quick-facts readout on the bug, but he ignored it in favor of slipping his fingers around his hammer’s handle.

      The raptor reared back its head as if gagging and its entire body shook. Its mandibles spread wide.

      “Behind me!” Titus shouted, grabbing Zelda by the shoulder and pulling her over.

      The raptor vomited a deluge of orange acid onto the command tower’s window. The glass exploded inward, spraying acid-tinged shards across the room.

      Titus raised his shield, blocking as many as he could. An arm-sized shard cut into Major Vauren, knocking her off her feet. She fell hard on her back and her wounds hissed and burned, her health bar flashing as the acid did its work.

      Vauren screamed and kicked, fighting to save herself from the ooze. Her health bar flashed down into the yellow, then stopped.

      Kaiden’s own shield blocked several shards. As they bounced off, they left little splotches of acid. Without anything physical to dissolve, the acid floated in the shield’s energy barrier, hissing and sizzling as if suspended in zero G. Kaiden’s charge bar filled by a minuscule amount for each one.

      “Wait... we don’t just have to command this battle,” Zelda said, realization dawning in her eyes. “We can fight in it!”

      She sprang into action, pushing past Titus to charge across the room. She jumped through the shattered remains of the window, then skidded to a stop against the railing. A spray of acid from a nearby raptor splashed into her, but her shield was up and ready, blocking most of the damage and undoubtedly filling her charge bar a bit.

      “My turn, bug,” she shouted, then pulled the trigger on her hammer. A shotgun blast of lasers fired from her barrel as she used Scatter Shot.

      The raptor zipped sideways with a rapid buzzing of its wings, but Zelda’s shot caught it in the chest. Its health bar flashed and dropped to forty-five percent. The raptor hissed, then darted away.

      It was only then that Kaiden was able to focus on what was happening outside. A swarm of raptors was assaulting the base. Twenty-five, thirty, thirty-five of them. He wasn’t sure. It was impossible to count as they swooped and dived, spraying acid all the while. Wherever the acid touched buildings, it ate into them, spewing a putrid, gray smoke into the air. The mining drones were in a frenzy, trying to complete their orders while dodging frequent strafing runs by the raptors. Many of them already lay destroyed, acid eating through them to reveal their inner workings.

      “Back to base!” Kaiden shouted to the soldiers positioned at the ramps. “We’re under attack at the base!”

      All at once, the friendly units on the map began streaming toward them. The soldiers in the bunkers exited, the tanks returned to normal mode, the artillery engaged their tread, spinning in place.

      All the while, warnings flashed in Kaiden’s vision. The raptors were attacking anything and everything in range. Half a dozen buildings were all taking damage at once.

      Several of the raptors were making swooping passes at the tower, too, raining bursts of acid down as they did. With every pass, Kaiden was forced to duck behind his shield. Titus and Zelda seemed equally engaged. On the upside, they were all gaining charge. On the downside, everything around them was getting drenched in acid. With so much of the stuff, it was impossible to avoid. Percentages of damage ticked away here and there on Kaiden's health bar.

      We have to do something. We can't weather this attack forever.

      Kaiden was just opening his mouth to call to Zelda when he noticed she'd stopped moving. Not dead, though. She was just standing still.

      Then, all at once, energy flashed across her body. Her boots glowed, then clamped to the railing, holding her in place. Her hammer’s barrel extended like a telescoping lens, stretching two twice its normal length.

      “Been dying to try this,” she said and took aim at the nearest raptor.

      She fired at it with Warden’s Bolt and an arc of electricity lurched forward. The raptor dodged to one side, just slipping out of the bolt’s path. Its wing lingered a moment to long, however, and as the bolt passed, it arced into the wing, then flowed through the bug’s entire body, electrocuting it. Two other raptors were in range and the attack jumped to them as well, until all three were shaking and screaming, electricity coursing through them.

      Their health bars dropped into the yellow, but they survived. As one, they turned to face the tower.

      Zelda tried to move, then appeared to remember she was in Sniper Mode.

      “Er, Titus?” she said, looking back over her shoulder. “A little cover?”

      “On it!” he said, then sprinted forward.

      He slid to a stop beside her, then dropped to one knee and activated Barrier. His shield released a burst of light that grew and spread until it had formed itself into a dome that encompassed them both.

      Three blasts of acid hit it almost simultaneously but sloughed off its surface to eat at the metal floor of the balcony.

      Wait, Kaiden realized, watching the two of them. If we can join this fight, why can’t the Veritas II?

      “Acton!” he called, switching over to the ship’s comm channel. “Can you use your turrets to shoot down these raptors?”

      “You might’ve asked sooner,” he said, sounding slightly offended. “Of course I can.”

      “Do it!” Kaiden shouted. He didn’t have time for the first officer’s attitude.

      In response, the Veritas II lifted into the air at the edge of the base. Its turrets spun to life, turning to follow a few of the zipping and diving raptors. It opened fire with mixed success, but those it did hit lost half their health and fell from the air. A moment later and they had buzzed their way back into the sky.

      Okay, steps one and two: done. But we’re going to need more than this to repel the attack. Even as he thought it, another of the command tower’s windows was blown out. Boiling acid slapped into Kaiden’s shield, but some of it also slipped past and caught his shoulder. His health bar started flashing as the ooze sizzled.

      “Gah!” He slapped at it as if it were fire. All that did was spread the substance to his hand, which also began to hiss and steam.

      His health dropped to eighty-seven percent. The only plus side was that his charge bar had finally filled enough for him to retaliate.

      He focused on the raptor that had attacked the tower, then let fly a Hammer Toss. His hammer flew through the air, spinning end over end. The raptor dodged, but too late. The attack caught it in the wing and dropped its health to seventy-six percent.

      The raptor reared back to return fire, gagging as a stream of acid bubbled in its throat.

      They only use ranged attacks, Kaiden thought, sprinting for the cover of Titus’ barrier. I can’t make use of Riposte against them. Dodging other attacks is just going to buy me time. So, what’s the play here?

      A wash of acid splashed across the command table, frying its surface and jumping up at Kaiden. He ducked under the majority of it and slipped inside the cover of Titus’ barrier. His hammer returned to him as he did.

      Hammer Toss has a thirty-second cooldown and none of my other attacks are focused on range. He cursed. This was going to be a tough battle.

      I’m going to have to fight it as a commander more than a soldier.

      He looked up to the command table. Its surface oozed away, melted in acid. A system prompt appeared in his screen.

      
        
        Activate mobile command mode?

      

      

      Yes! He selected the option and the data from the command table appeared in his vision in the form of an overlay. Focusing on the map made it more solid, while focusing beyond it allowed it to fade away.

      Kaiden spared a glance over his shoulder. Zelda was firing off attack after attack. In Sniper Mode, she was a force to be reckoned with. Truly, that was a game-changing unlock.

      Another spray of acid assaulted the barrier and Titus cursed.

      “My barrier’s going down. It can only take a few more hits.”

      “You have to hold longer,” Zelda shouted. “This is too easy.” She fired a Burst Arrow at an already injured raptor. The attack cut the bug in half and sent it tumbling to the ground.

      “I’ll give you as long as I can,” Titus said, gritting his teeth and focusing on maintaining his barrier. “After that... I don’t know.”

      The Veritas II roared by overhead, turrets blazing. Several more raptors plunged from the sky, their health knocked into the yellow.

      
        
        Warning: building under attack!

        Warning: building under attack!

      

      

      Alerts were flashing all around Kaiden’s vision as the raptors continued to wreak havoc in the base. Nearby, one of the garages lost its final bit of health, then went up in a ball of fire.

      
        
        Warning: building destroyed!

      

      

      Metal and other bits of debris rained down, clinking off the command tower and Titus’ barrier.

      I have to get this fight under control.

      “Gritte,” Kaiden said, bringing up the artilleryman on the comms. “Can you engage air targets?”

      “No can do, boss man.”

      A spray of acid slapped into the balcony, eroding it further. Kaiden cringed away but forced himself to focus.

      “Your splash damage goes outward in all directions, though, right?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Then fire on the base.”

      “Hold up – what?”

      “What he said,” Major Vauren added from across the room.

      “Try to aim between the buildings but land your shots as close as you can to the flyers. The splash damage might hurt them.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “Do it.”

      A deafening boom roared out. Kaiden looked to the sky, then cringed. This was going to hurt the base, but as long as the tower survived, they still had a chance.

      The artillery fire exploded between the destroyed garage and one of the barracks. The concussion shook the ground, the tower, and for a moment, Kaiden wondered if it was possible for the entire thing to go tumbling over, them included.

      The barracks lost twenty percent of its health from the splash damage, but the raptors nearby weren’t so lucky. Despite being in the air, the blast caught them and swatted them away. The uninjured ones dropped into the red, while most of the injured died entirely.

      “Great shot!” Titus shouted, pumping a fist at the sight.

      “Orders, sir?” another voice called over the comms.

      Kaiden focused on his command map, bringing it into view. Not that he needed to. At the edge of the base, he could clearly see the troops from both ramps had arrived.

      “Orders are to kill any bugs you can,” Kaiden said, gesturing to the chaos that was the sky above their base.

      “You heard him! Fire at will!”

      The scout troopers kept their distance, picking off enemies with shot after shot. Meanwhile, the machine-gun troopers began a steady advance, firing into the sky at any target that presented itself. It was all very orderly and precise. In direct contrast, the executioners simply charged in, slashing their polearms at any low-flying raptors, to little success.

      The tanks opened fire as well, but their rounds didn’t have the splash damage to reach high into the air, so they were left firing large, slow-moving rounds at small, incredibly evasive flyers. The raptors dodged their shots without really trying.

      The machine-gun troopers were a different story. Now that they were advancing, the raptors broke off the assault on the base and rushed them.

      “Spread out!” Kaiden shouted. “Don’t bunch up!”

      Too late.

      The raptors swarmed into a dive over the troopers, each of them spewing acid. In such great numbers, the acid fell like a monsoon.

      Taking splash damage to an all-too-literal level, Kaiden thought as the foul ooze splattered onto its target and those around it.

      A dozen or so troopers at the center of the formation took critical damage, while another half-dozen took varying lesser amounts.

      The raptor swarm swung to the side. A few split off and chased down the scout troopers. With their low health, they hardly stood a chance. The rest of the swarm attacked the executioners. They might’ve been dumb bugs, but they weren’t so dumb as to stray within the ground units’ melee range. Another barrage of acid spewed down onto the executioners, and soon the once-mighty group was reduced to screaming men, trapped in their power armor as the acid chewed through it.

      They can’t fight back. There’s no reason for them to be here.

      “Retreat!” Kaiden ordered the executioners. The raptors, sensing easy prey, harried them as they made a break for the edge of the base.

      “How much longer on your barrier?” Zelda asked Titus. Her attention was still focused downrange as she blasted raptor after raptor with a variety of attacks.

      “It’s critical,” Titus replied. “Another few moments and it’s down. Thankfully, we haven’t been the center of attention.”

      “Maybe we should be,” Kaiden said as an idea dawned on him.

      “Uh, what?”

      “Zelda, is your Kinetic Grenade online?”

      “Yeah,” she said, pausing. “As long as I save some charge.”

      “Do you think you could hit one of those raptors with it?”

      She gave him a look like he was insane. And then she seemed to understand.

      “I think I could. Assuming they’re close enough.”

      “I’ll take care of that part. You just get ready.”

      Kinetic Grenade did two hundred and fifty percent base damage to all targets within a foot of the blast. Obviously, most of the raptors wouldn’t be that close to each other. But it also did one hundred and fifty base damage to all targets within fifteen feet. That would hit a significant chunk of the raptors, as long as they were still swarming. Combined with Zelda’s one hundred percent damage increase from Sniper Mode, that would be one devastating attack.

      But it required the raptors to be in close proximity to each other.

      I think I can manage that.

      Kaiden navigated the map in his vision and ordered the retreating executioners to pull a hard turn and run past the command tower. At the same time, he repositioned the machine-gun troopers to the alleys around the tower.

      “Gritte,” he said finally. “How’s that cooldown?”

      “Cooling down.”

      “How much longer?”

      “Done.”

      Kaiden felt himself smile. It was time to end this.

      “Great. I need you and the other artillery unit to drop two shots right in front of the tower when I say so.”

      “Destroy our own base, got it,” he said, sarcasm heavy in his voice.

      “Just do it, Gritte.”

      Kaiden pulled his attention back to the battle at hand.

      “Executioners, retreat to the tower. Now!”

      The plan was in motion now. Too late to turn back. As he watched, the executioners broke into a mad sprint. Just behind, the raptors swarmed, raining acid down on them and decimating their numbers.

      But the flyers were bunched up.

      Perfect.

      “Fire now, Gritte!”

      The only response was two ear-splitting booms. High above and out of sight, the artillery rounds arced through the air.

      “Grenade ready, Zelda?”

      “Ready!”

      She had charged the grenade on the end of her hammer and now it sat there, glowing, waiting to be thrown.

      The executioners were almost below them.

      Just a bit more…

      “Now!”

      The machine-gun troopers opened fire, and Zelda slung the grenade into the approaching raptors. The first few dodged aside, but there were too many to escape. The grenade nicked one of them, then detonated in mid-air.

      Half a dozen raptors fell from the sky, trailing smoke as their health bars emptied. A good fifteen of them were still flying. Until the artillery shells landed.

      What was left of the executioners turned a corner, then hit the deck as explosions ripped the ground asunder.

      Titus’ barrier shattered, ‘building damaged’ alerts rung in Kaiden’s ears, and his health bar dropped to sixty-three percent as the concussive blasts slammed into the command tower. What windows hadn’t already been blown out, were.

      Another swarm of insects died as a thousand shards of glass fell from the tower, sparkling in the light as they twisted and turned and tumbled end over end.

      And then, silence, but for the final few clinks of glass.

      Kaiden turned to look at the devastation. As he did, a system message faded into view.

      
        
        Wave Three: Complete

        Total EXP Gained: 6,000

      

      

      
        
        Vital Statistics:

        Enemies slain: 40

        Friendlies lost: 32

        Friendlies remaining: 24

        Buildings lost: 3

        Base integrity: 32%

      

      

      They’d done it. They’d survived the final wave, and won.
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      Sixty-three percent health, a near-decimated base, and more slaughtered friendlies than he could count. The third wave had taken a heavy toll. Kaiden shook his head in disbelief that anyone had survived it.

      But they had. Somehow.

      They’d protected Mesa-North Base from the Blade Queen’s army.

      
        
        Quest Complete: The Blade Queen’s Ire

        Stage 2: You beat back the Blade Queen’s hordes!

        Reward: 3,500 EXP, +4 faction prestige, 1,000 credits

      

      

      It was as if the room had been holding its breath, waiting for the prompt to confirm they’d actually won. Now that it was here, Kaiden couldn’t help but smile.

      They’d done it!

      “Whooo! That’s how it’s done!” Titus said, slapping a hand down on the command table.

      Kaiden smiled along with him, reveling in the victory. He turned to the remains of the battlefield, pumping a fist in the air. Sure, the last wave had been a close one, and the raptor assault had been a cheap trick, but they’d made it. They’d won!

      The tower shook suddenly, swaying from side to side.

      “Whoa, what was that?” Kaiden looked down at the floor. “Did the tower take some structural damage in the attack?”

      Vauren looked down at her feet, then frowned.

      “Every bug army travels with a commander.”

      Whoa, whoa, whoa. What?

      “And you didn’t see fit to mention this earlier?”

      “You didn’t know? It’s basic stuff.” Vauren seemed confused.

      The tower shook again.

      “Should we be worried about this thing collapsing?” Titus asked, raising one foot and studying the floor. “Or is this just a bad case of indigestion?”

      “It’s not the tower,” Zelda said. “It’s the ground. But I don’t think tectonic activity is programmed into the planets…”

      “That’s not tectonic,” Vauren said, and gestured out to the sand at the edge of the base. “It’s titanic.”

      
        
        **Update**

        Quest: The Blade Queen’s Ire

        Stage 3: You’ve survived the Blade Queen’s hordes… or have you? One final obstacle rises to meet you.

        Expected Difficulty: Master

        Reward: 9,000 EXP, +6 faction prestige, 1,000 credits, reward of choice from base arsenal.

      

      

      The ground where Vauren was pointing jerked suddenly, heaving upward from beneath. A spray of sand launched into the air while the rest below began to heave and shake. As if something was pushing on it.

      Or rising out of it.

      The artillery units and tanks were too close to the tremors. Kaiden ordered them to retreat to a safe distance as memories of the video Zelda had shown them flashed in his mind. He knew grachnids could burrow, but only the smaller ones, right? Right?

      The ground heaved again and a mountain rose from among the sand and falling rocks. Except it wasn’t a mountain.

      “That’s a bug,” Kaiden said, feeling his mouth fall open.

      “The commander bug,” Vauren said.

      Between her words and the constant rumbling, Kaiden’s stomach shimmied its way down into the soles of his feet.

      “That?” Titus asked, squinting toward it. “We’re fighting that?”

      
        
        Grachnid Commander

        Level: 22

        Quick facts: Big as mountains and just as difficult to destroy, grachnid commander bugs are the final stage of a grachnid’s life. Few live long enough to become this massive, but those that do are exceptionally difficult to kill.

      

      

      To call the commander massive was an understatement. It looked like the Goliath bugs they’d seen earlier, except sized up in every way possible. It even came complete with one of the flame-bearing tubes that had so readily weakened their bunker earlier. Kaiden shuddered to imagine what would happen were something that huge to unleash a blast of acid.

      The commander lifted one titanic leg from the earth, planted it, and pulled the rest of its body out. Sand and rocks and other debris rained from its back until nothing was left but the bug itself.

      A rack of what could only be described as antlers adorned its head, and as they all watched in horror, it swung them down to the ground and crushed everything in front of it. Fallen troopers, bugs, and even the remains of the Goliaths were all swept away and flung off the far side of the mesa.

      “Well, the downside is that thing is huge,” Titus said, looking from his hammer to the grachnid commander. “But the upside is...is…” He trailed off. “Yeah, I was trying to be positive but I’m not really seeing any upsides here.”

      Let’s see what this thing’s made of, Kaiden thought, then pulled up his command map overlay. The artillery and tanks, slow as they were, had managed to get far away enough to put the commander within their minimum firing distance.

      “Tanks, artillery, light it up.”

      Roaring explosions burst forth from both. With the windows all blown out of the command tower, the concussion blasts slammed into Kaiden, washed over him, and carried a heap of debris out of the far side of the tower.

      The tank rounds hit first, exploding against the side of the mountain-bug in a shower of fire and sparks. The commander’s health bar flashed, but hardly seemed to move. Were it not for the specific percent details provided by his visor, Kaiden wouldn’t have been sure any damage had been dealt. But some had. Some.

      The bug’s health had dropped to ninety-six percent.

      “Four percent damage,” Kaiden reported to his companions who didn’t have the advantage of an enhanced warden visor.

      “We barely scratched it.” Titus frowned. “Hell, we might not have even done that.”

      As the smoke cleared, the impossibly thick carapace of the bug looked entirely untouched.

      The artillery shells landed next in a devastating explosion. Well, devastating to anything that wasn’t a walking mountain. To the commander bug, they ‘devastated’ a whopping six percent of its health.

      “Six percent that time.”

      “But the artillery won’t be able to fire for another thirty seconds,” Zelda said, speaking quickly as her mind no doubt ran through a dozen different plans. “This is a damage check. This guy’s supposed to make sure we’re high enough level to complete the quest.”

      “Most of us are going to have to get in close to deal any damage,” Titus said. “I’m not sure how much help we’ll be when we get stepped on.”

      “With how slow it’s moving, that shouldn’t be too much of an issue.” Kaiden watched as the commander heaved the first of its six legs forward, slowly, slowly, then set it down. The foremost leg on its left side moved forward next. Then the second leg on the right, followed by the second on the left. It took what felt like a full minute to move all six legs and advance the bug forward. The thing moved with all the urgency of a lethargic sloth. Nonetheless, based on how much distance it covered with each step, it wouldn’t be too long before it reached the command tower.

      A system prompt appeared on the edge of Kaiden’s vision.

      
        
        Distance to tower: 582 meters.

      

      

      “The command table overlay just gave me a distance countdown until that thing reaches the tower,” Kaiden said. “Which tells me we shouldn’t let it make it here.”

      “Don’t let the big bug reach the tower; got it,” Titus said, hefting his hammer. “Uh, anyone have an idea how to do that?”

      “I have an idea where to start," Kaiden said, then made for the elevator.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Tanks and artillery, keep firing!" Kaiden shouted, jogging to reach the battlefield. They'd been pouring everything they had into the commander bug since it'd drawn into range. Now it was time for the rest of the surviving troops to join the fight.

      “Executioners on me!” Kaiden ordered. “We’re going to slow this monster down. Any damage you can deal is a nice bonus, but your primary goal is to stay alive and distract it.”

      “Ready to rock!”

      “Barrel’s hot!”

      “For Zeross!”

      A chorus of pre-programmed responses met his words in a sort of NPC cheer.

      “I’ll get in range, then give it everything I've got,” Zelda said, grouping the machine-gun troopers up on her. Titus joined her, shield at the ready.

      “Try not to get stepped on, eh, Kai?”

      Kaiden gave them a mock salute.

      “No promises.” And with that, he surged forward.

      He flicked his shield on and led the charge. The mountain-bug loomed ahead, so massive as to block out the sun. The earth shook as it set down another of its giant legs.

      As soon as they were in range, Zelda, Titus, and the machine-gun troopers slowed to a walk. The troopers opened fire while Zelda paused, positioning herself and waiting for Sniper Mode to kick in. A swarming hiss of bullets whipped outward, peppering the grachnid commander.

      It’d finally seemed to notice the resistance being mounted in front of it, or maybe the steady but minuscule amount of damage from the machine-gun troopers. Either way, it turned toward them, lowered its head, and took aim with its flame-tipped acid tube.

      “Keep going!” Kaiden gave the command and his troops surged ahead, rushing to get under the bug before it opened fire. Kaiden delayed, however, sprinting to the side and positioning his shield between him and the bug.

      The grachnid let loose a deluge of acid. It hissed and spit and bubbled where it met the ground, spewing acrid smoke into the air as it dissolved anything in its path. Luckily for Kaiden and his executioners, the bug wasn't aiming for them. Unluckily for Zelda, Titus, and the machine-gun troopers, it was aiming for them.

      Titus stepped in front of Zelda and covered them both as the wave of acid rushed forward. It flowed like a river, channeled between the dips and crags in the ground and rushing into them. Titus slammed his shield into the ground and split the current acid aimed for him and Zelda. The machine-gun troopers weren't so lucky. They'd scattered in different directions, making it hard for the area of effect attack to catch them all. It did catch some, though. They screamed as they were melted away into nothing.

      An offshoot of acid splatter came at Kaiden and he leaned into it, driving it away with his shield. His charge bar filled nearly halfway.

      Then, finally, the attack was over. Several machine-gun troopers had gone down, but those that remained stopped running and resumed shooting.

      “Sniper Mode online,” Zelda said and a Burst Arrow zipped over Kaiden's head to slam into the grachnid commander. She fired another attack, then another for good measure. With a slow, steady movement, the bug turned its head until it was looking right at her.

      “I think that got its attention,” she said, then fired off another attack.

      “Good. Now it’s our turn. Let’s get him, boys!” Kaiden burst from the cover of his shield and sprinted toward his executioners, hidden safely in the shadow of the bug's massive body.

      The bug’s front foot had already been planted into the ground and was holding steady as those behind it moved forward one at a time. The foot was nearly as tall as Kaiden, making it a difficult target to miss. He lunged forward with a Shield Bash.

      “There’s your window,” Kaiden said to everyone. “Give it your all!” But even as he did, he realized the bug was still moving. His stun hadn't had any effect.

      He's too big to be stunned by me, Kaiden thought. So much for buying time that way.

      Unconcerned by the commander bug’s unstunned state, the executioners swarmed its front two legs, hacking and slashing with their laser-polearms. Meanwhile, a barrage of tank, machine gun, and sniper fire rained in from overhead.

      The commander’s health bar flashed wildly. Bits of carapace flaked off and fell away but exposed only more of the same below. Something roared overhead and Kaiden caught a glimpse of the Veritas II on a strafing run. Its shots exploded against the bug as the ship whipped past.

      “Sixty-three percent!” Kaiden shouted, rejoining the assault. His hammer strike did virtually no damage and he took aim a second time, pausing a moment to look for a critical spot.

      The knee, maybe? Or where the legs join the body? It didn’t matter. He couldn’t reach either spot – not even close. But I can do this.

      He spun and unleashed a Hammer Toss, aiming for the commander’s head. From right beneath the thing, it was pretty difficult to miss such a big target. He caught it right in the chin, or what passed as a chin for the thing.

      
        
        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (Headshot)

      

      

      In the distance, the artillery boomed and the bug groaned as their devastating rounds exploded against its back.

      Explosions filled the world around Kaiden, dirt and debris tossed through the air by the impact of the artillery rounds.

      We’re making progress.

      Still the bug was moving forward. It'd completed another step and Kaiden swallowed hard as he checked the distance to the tower.

      
        
        Distance to tower: 485 meters.

      

      

      "We don't have long before it reaches the tower," Kaiden said through comms.

      The executioners were doing good work, hacking and slashing at the thing's feet. The commander bug roared, then threw its front legs into the air as it reared up.

      Kaiden backed away and raised his shield. Through it, he watched as for one impossibly long moment, the bug’s front end was suspended in the air, legs high. And then those legs came down, one after another, and with the full weight of a mountain behind them.

      They hit like meteors and the entire mesa shook. Shockwaves rushed outward, sweeping up dust and slamming into anything in their way. Kaiden leaned into his shield, but the attack apparently came with a knockback effect and he was thrown backward. His shield absorbed the damage directly in front of him, but area of effect damage poured in from all sides. His health dropped from eighty-seven percent all the way down to sixty-four.

      Note to self: really don't get stepped on, he thought, noticing four of his executioners were not flattened. Their empty health bars hovered over the commander’s foot. Their bodies were beneath it, crushed to pulp, no doubt.

      Seemingly satisfied, the grachnid commander ignored the survivors around it and pressed on.

      The machine-gun troopers there were still firing, their barrage punctuated by powerful blasts from Zelda.

      The commander continued forward, bearing down on them, and beyond them, the tower.

      
        
        Distance to tower: 378 meters

      

      

      Three hundred and seventy-eight meters to go -- that's just over three more steps — and we don't even have this guy down to half health, Kaiden thought.

      “We have to fire everything we have," he shouted. "The bug's closing the distance too fast."

      The artillery and tanks were still on cooldown, and everyone else who could fire already was. A near-constant stream of damage poured in on the boss, increased ever so slightly by Kaiden's own attacks.

      Fifty-four percent. Fifty-two. Fifty! Kaiden caught himself watching the monster’s health dwindle, cheering every time it dropped. Then the bug took another step and his cheers faded.

      
        
        Distance to tower: 277 meters

      

      

      “Titus! I need your damage. Help me!” Kaiden waved the big man over. Protecting Zelda made sure she stayed alive, but there wasn't time for playing it safe. They needed every bit of damage they could muster.

      “It won't matter, we're not dealing enough damage!" Zelda shouted as Titus joined Kaiden in battering away at the commander bug's feet. "At this rate, we're done for. We have to buy more time."

      "But how?" Kaiden’s mind grasped for any way to slow the bug. "Our stuns don't work on it. And there's no way we can physically hold it back."

      “We haven't tried all of our stuns yet," Zelda said. "Use Flash Bang.”

      It was a good idea -- it'd buy them a good five seconds if he could use it on the boss — but there was one fatal flaw.

      "Flash Bang can only blind enemies within ten feet. If I used it here, the only thing I'd be blinding is its foot," Kaiden said, measuring the distance up to the bug's face. It had to be a dozen paces, if not more.

      “Sounds like you need to get its attention," Titus said.

      "And how do you get a mountain-sized bug's attention?"

      Titus shrugged in between attacks. "A punch in the jaw works on most people.”

      “Last time I checked, my arm isn't thirty feet long..." Kaiden trailed off. No, my arm isn't long enough to punch this guy. But it doesn't have to be.

      “Zelda, Titus, keep attacking,” Kaiden said, talking as fast as he could think. “Artillery, tanks, same plan.” He jogged forward, moving toward the grachnid commander’s head and its line of sight.

      The commander was halfway through its next step, almost in spitting distance of the tower when Kaiden managed to slip out from under it.

      “Down here, you overgrown cockroach!” he shouted, waving. It ignored him. “So that’s how it’s going to be, huh?” Kaiden attacked with a Hammer Toss. It slammed into the bug’s face, right between the eyes.

      
        
        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (Headshot)

      

      

      That got its attention, Kaiden thought, a smile creeping onto his face. He hadn’t gained any charge since the stomp attack, but he still had forty left. That was enough for what he had in mind.

      “Down here!”

      The commander turned to look, then lowered its head and roared. Kaiden's ears popped, then heard nothing but a high-pitched whine as the bug blasted him with its stinking, earthy-smelling breath. When the roar ended, the bug swelled slightly, as if drawing in air for its acid attack, but Kaiden was already charging his next attack.

      
        
        Flash Bang charging, 3 seconds…

        Flash Bang charging, 2 seconds…

        Flash Bang charging, 1 second…

      

      

      “Here’s something to look at,” he shouted, then closed his eyes as a burst of light exploded from his shield.

      
        
        Grachnid Commander blinded for 5 seconds.

      

      

      The commander screeched and leaned away, shaking its head from side to side and blinking repeatedly. The artillery and tanks boomed and their rounds struck the grachnid, cracking its carapace.

      It roared in pain, stomping one foot.

      “Everything we've got!" Kaiden shouted, darting back under the bug to attack more. The damage trickled in. The Veritas II circled back around for another pass, too.

      Forty-five percent health, forty-two, forty, thirty-nine.

      The bug roared again, no doubt feeling the damage from all sides, but unable to see anything. That didn't mean it couldn't attack, though. It reared up again and stomped the ground, sending shockwaves and area of effect damage rushing outward.

      Kaiden and Titus braced behind their shields, but Zelda was exposed. She took the full brunt of the attack, but luckily was far away enough that it wasn't fatal. Several of her machine-gun troopers were less lucky, however. An executioner or two met the same fate as well.

      When the dust cleared a second later, Kaiden knew his blinding attack had worn off. The commander shook its head, then set its sights on the tower and moved forward once again.

      
        
        Distance to tower: 157 meters

      

      

      "It's not enough," Zelda said, defeat in her voice. "We can't stop this thing. It’s a step and a half away now."

      Kaiden knew she was right. They'd given it their all, but they didn't have enough damage. They'd need to replay the entire mission. Find a way to survive with more troops, then maybe they'd have enough DPS to kill the boss. There had to be a way to use their resources more effectively on the second playthrough. Or a way to get more out of each unit.

      Wait.

      An idea clicked in Kaiden's mind. A strategy from the old RTS games he'd played as a kid.

      "That won't work... will it?"

      "What won't work?" Titus asked.

      "The buildings in the base. On the way in, I noticed they have thrusters on the side of them."

      "Great thinking! We can use the buildings to escape," Titus said, turning back toward the base.

      "No," Kaiden said, speaking quickly now. With every passing moment he was sure not only that this would work, but that it had been intentionally put into the game by the designers. "We don't need to escape if we win."

      It was a simple plan, really. Delay was the name of the game. And besides, the base didn’t really need its barracks or mineral repository anymore.

      “We need to slow this thing down,” Kaiden said as he gave the order through his command interface. The base’s remaining buildings, the mineral repository and the two barracks lurched upward and pulled themselves from the ground. The thrusters on them fired to life and then the buildings were moving, hovering ten feet up and heading toward their newly assigned location: directly in the commander bug’s path.

      “You can’t just throw our base at it!” Vauren shouted from up in the command tower.

      “‘Throwing’ is a bit of an exaggeration. I’m just... relocating them,” Kaiden said, then turned back to the unfolding plan.

      Kaiden checked the information displayed in his vision from the command map. The base integrity was low, but until it hit zero, until the command tower was destroyed, they could still win.

      The long-range units had kept up their barrage and dropped the commander’s health by another small chunk, but it’d be another thirty seconds before the artillery could fire again and the tanks didn’t do much damage on their own.

      The barracks and mineral repository reached their waypoint, hovering in the air. The commander bug didn’t seem to notice, looking right past them toward the tower. Kaiden eased the buildings forward another few feet, then kicked them up to full thrust and flung them into the bug’s front legs.

      They slammed into it with a resounding crack, then fell from the air, piling up at its feet. The mountain-bug stumbled as its front legs tried to advance, but were caught on the buildings.

      “This is our chance!” Kaiden shouted. “We have to stop it here and now!”

      The executioners swarmed, hacking and slashing at the bug’s feet. The machine-gun troopers, now nearly under the bug’s chin, emptied their magazines by pouring rounds into their target. Zelda blasted off attack after attack, making the most of her Sniper Mode. Even Titus struck significant blows.

      We still need more damage, Kaiden thought, then sprinted forward. Another crazy idea was brewing in his mind. He reached the edge of the toppled barracks, then climbed up it, running along its slanted surface until he was at an equal height with one of the commander’s knees. He attacked relentlessly with hammer strikes.

      
        
        Critical hit!

        +20% damage (Kneecapped)

        Critical hit!

        +20% damage (Kneecapped)

        Critical hit!

        +20% damage (Kneecapped)

      

      

      The bug roared, except this time, it was more of a scream. And Kaiden couldn’t blame it. The boss’ health was dwindling by the moment – down to twenty-two percent now – and every time it tried to move forward, its legs slammed into the pile of buildings.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere!” Titus shouted over comms.

      “Yeah, good thinking, Kai,” Zelda added.

      He let a smile creep onto his face as he attacked again, but something lurched beneath him and he stumbled backwards. The commander had backed up, pulling its front feet free from the mess of buildings. The barracks Kaiden was on shifted again, then collapsed, throwing him off. He hit the ground hard and his health bar flashed, dealing him ten percent fall damage.

      “Uh, that might be a problem.”

      Kaiden heard Titus’ voice, then turned to look up at the bug. It leaned its head far to the left, then tilted down, bringing its antlers to bear.

      It was going to sweep the buildings out of the way.

      “Everyone, move!” Kaiden shouted as he realized what was happening. He scrambled to his feet, then sprinted to get clear of the buildings. Images of being crushed to a pulp flashed through his mind as he sprinted toward the bug, seeking shelter under it once again.

      “Zelda! Get out of the way!” Titus shouted and Kaiden turned to find her frozen in place. As the bug had advanced, she’d held her position in Sniper Mode. Kaiden had intentionally placed the buildings in front of her, allowing her the best shot at the bug. Now, that looked to be a fatal decision.

      “I’m trying to move!” She fired one last Scatter Shot up into the commander’s face, then turned to run. Or so Kaiden had expected. Instead, she stayed rooted in place. “It takes five seconds to get in or out of Sniper Mode,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “You don’t have five—”

      The commander swung its head to the side, its antlers tearing deep gouges through the sand.

      A line of light flashed in the corner of Kaiden’s vision. He didn’t have time to see what it was, though, as the antlers slammed into the barricade, then flung it aside. Machine-gun troopers and buildings alike were thrown into the air, tumbling end over end, then raining down in a shower of debris on the edge of the mesa. Several troopers died on impact, while others hit, rolled, and slipped right off the edge of the cliff. Their health bars emptied moments later as their falls no doubt came to abrupt stops on the ground far below.

      “Zelda!” Kaiden shouted, reaching out toward the debris field. There was no way she’d survived that. Except she was still alive. Kaiden frowned.

      “Zelda?”

      “Got her,” Titus said from the side. Kaiden turned to look and found the big man standing under the bug with Zelda on the ground next to him. A long, glowing coil of cable extended from the end of his hammer and was wrapped around her waist. Kaiden focused on it and his visor provided an ability explanation.

      
        
        Ability: Energy Grip

        The warden can unleash an energy coil to lasso targets and pull them closer. Maximum range: 50 feet

        Cost: 10 charge

        Cooldown: 20 seconds

      

      

      “Got it with the last level up,” Titus said, then shook his hammer. As he did, the coil fell away and faded from view, releasing Zelda.

      “That was close,” she said, nodding to him and pulling herself off the ground. “But thanks.” She raised her hammer and took aim at the commander’s stomach, now directly above her. “All things considered, that doesn’t seem so bad.”

      And she was right. Titus had placed her directly beneath the commander and out of the way of its legs. She’d have no problem lighting it up from there.

      “Let’s finish this thing!” Zelda said, then charged a Kinetic Grenade on the end of her hammer and shot it upwards. It exploded and a rain of carapace flakes fell around them.

      Kaiden quickly took stock of the situation. They were underneath the commander and, apparently, forgotten by it. It progressed another step, crashing through the remains of the barricade.

      Their machine-gun troopers had been absolutely decimated by the destruction of the barricade and only three were left standing. The executioners were equally diminished, down to four.

      The tanks were still firing, but the commander was almost on them. Same with the artillery.

      This is going to be close.

      Underneath, Zelda was still pumping attacks into the grachnid. Titus had found another foot and was using the rest of his charge hammering away on it.

      A thumping from above joined the noise and the Veritas II was back on another pass, hammering away at the mountain-bug.

      All of the attacks combined for an impressive amount of damage. The bug’s health flashed constantly, dropping to fifteen percent, then lower still. Fourteen, thirteen, twelve…

      Finally, the boss roared and swung its head down. Its acid tube trembled, then swelled.

      Kaiden didn’t need any hints as to what that meant. Zelda's constant damage must have been tearing into it, as it was now trying to target her. Thanks to its bulk, though, it couldn't properly aim under its own stomach. Nonetheless, it fired.

      Titus stepped in front of Zelda with his shield.

      Kaiden directed the last of his charge into his hammer to activate Kickback. He slammed it into the ground and then he was flying backwards, acid nipping at his toes as he did.

      His health dropped another ten percent, nearing the red, but when he landed he’d cleared the flood of acid. It sizzled and popped in the sand in front of him, having turned it into a boiling, lethal oasis.

      Five percent health, four percent…

      The bug roared. It was only one step from the command tower, but it might as well have been a hundred. The stream of damage kept up until its health was nothing more than a sliver of a percent.

      Sand whipped up and into the air all around Kaiden and a shadow descended. The Veritas II, hovering just above him.

      “Permission to put this bugger down, sir?” Acton asked through the comms.

      “Permission absolutely granted.”

      The ship’s turrets opened up one last time and the commander’s health bar flashed, then emptied. It lifted one leg, leaning forward as if to complete its march to the tower, but then its right legs gave out. With one gargantuan crash, it fell to the side. The entire mesa shook with the force of it and a dust storm whooshed out, kicked into the air. When it cleared, moments later, the commander was still.

      
        
        Grachnid Commander assisted kill - 4,000 EXP

      

      

      
        
        Quest Complete: The Blade Queen’s Ire

        Stage 3: Defeat the Grachnid Commander.

        Reward: 3,000 EXP, +6 faction prestige, 1,000 credits, reward of choice from base arsenal

      

      

      “So, we actually did it this time, right?” Titus asked through comms, suspicion in his voice. “No more surprise giants popping out of the ground?”

      Kaiden waited several moments before answering, just to be sure. When nothing happened, he let out a small laugh of relief.

      “We did it,” he said, nodding. “We did it.”
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      “Well,” Vauren said, leading them toward the command tower. “Your methods were unorthodox, but you did save the base.” She looked around, taking in the remains of Mesa-North. A chunk of stone and rebar fell off of a building and crashed to the ground beside them.

      “The command tower’s still standing,” Kaiden pointed out. And it was, though with blown-out windows, half of a missing walkway on the outside, and severe structural damage. “Mostly.”

      “Just don’t sneeze on it,” Titus said, elbowing him.

      “And maybe don’t stand too close to it?” Zelda backed a step away.

      “Actually, that’s exactly where we’re headed,” Vauren said, waving them on. “You’ve earned a reward of choice from the base arsenal.”

      The doors to the building took a good kick to open. When they finally retracted, jumping and catching on their track, Vauren led the group to the elevator. Instead of up, this time she punched a different code into the keypad and it took them down.

      “Arsenal’s in the basement,” she explained as they waited.

      A little jingle played through the speakers, cheery and light as they rode the elevator down. Standing there, covered in ash, sand, and neon-orange grachnid blood, Kaiden couldn’t help but feel a bit out of place. The others didn’t look much better.

      Ding.

      The elevator coasted to a stop and the doors slid open to reveal a dimly lit room. Vauren stepped in and the lights flicked on.

      The space was full of weapons, from wall to wall. There were oversized machine guns like the troopers had carried, and executioners’ polearms, too. But that was only the beginning of the selection. All variety of weapons were on display, and armor as well. Suits of it, shields, and even things at whose purpose Kaiden could only guess.

      “You’re allowed one reward each. A weapon, a shield, or armor. Pick one and choose wisely. When you’re done, I’ll see you upstairs.” Vauren backed into the elevator and the doors closed behind her.

      Kaiden looked around the room. As he did, his visor brought up a dozen or so readouts on the different weapons around them. First, a grenade that looked to be made of a fragile glass that contained a swirling darkness inside.

      
        
        Black Hole Grenade

        Rarity: Uncommon

        0% damage on impact (on non-boss and non-player targets)

        Detonation radius of 15 feet

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Why kill your enemies when you can just suck them into a black hole to be ripped apart molecule by molecule? Single use only. This grenade will affect all targets within its radius.

      

      

      Yes, please. Kaiden had to stop himself from taking the grenade right then and there. At least look at the rest of the loot first, he told himself.

      Next, a set of what looked to be starship engines drew into view, except they were smaller and strapped to the ankles of a mannequin.

      
        
        Hermes Boosters

        Rarity: Unique

        Durability: 100%

        +10% movement speed to wearer

        -35% fall damage when active

      

        

      
        *Special Ability: Twice per day, you may activate this booster to trigger a boosted jump which will launch you twenty feet into the air. Fall damage does apply on landing.

      

      

      I wouldn't exactly be excited to run around with engines strapped to my legs, but that boosted jump ability could really come in handy...

      “Ooh, this looks nice,” Titus said, standing in front of a man-sized shield. Compared to the elegant and translucent energy shields of wardens, this was a massive hunk of metal. A gun had been strapped to the middle of it, the trigger on one side and the barrel pointing out in front. There was also some sort of deployable blade. With all its attachments and gadgets it looked like some mad scientist’s combination of shield and Swiss army knife.

      
        
        The Heavy Hitter

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Durability: 100%

        +15% bludgeoning resistance

        +10% ranged resistance

        +10% explosive resistance

        -10% movement speed

        +20% ranged damage (sidearm)

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Equipped with a built-in personal defense sidearm, the Heavy Hitter plays both offense and defense, and adds a touch of ranged combat to the wielder.

      

      

      Not a bad shield, Kaiden had to admit. The ability to deal damage without exposing oneself was no joke.

      “You can’t use that,” Zelda said from across the room.

      “And why not?”

      “It doesn’t build charge. Our shields are specially designed to turn blocked damage into charge. Carry that big hunk of metal into a fight and you’ll never be able to use any abilities.” She smiled and looked down to a menacing rifle she’d picked up. “Besides, what good are shields when my bullets go right through them?”

      Upon closer inspection, the rifle had a barrel wide enough to fit a fist in. Some sort of gas canisters were strapped to one end and the whole thing was topped by a scope that looked like it had enough magnification power to see Hopewell City from where they were standing.

      
        
        Earth-Breaker Lite

        Rarity: Common

        Durability: 100%

        +20% piercing damage to armored targets (ignores shields)

        +30% bonus damage to vehicles and buildings

        15-second cool down

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Named after its bigger, louder brother, the Earth-Breaker Lite is a scaled down version of the famous artillery cannon. Particularly effective in disabling vehicles, this rifle packs a major punch, but comes with a significant cooldown timer.

      

      

      “I think that’s an anti-vehicle gun,” Kaiden said, wondering how in the world she was even hefting the weapon. “Isn’t that a bit of overkill?”

      “Yeah,” Zelda said, eyes distant as she smiled. “Imagine what it would do to our enemies.”

      “Actually, you know what? Forget the shield,” Titus said. He dropped it, and Kaiden swore the floor shook as it thudded down. “Now this is what I’m talking about!”

      The big man approached a cylindrical glass case. Inside, a hologram was flicking between various suits of power armor. Some were sleek and elegant, others covered in spikes and all manner of fierce angles and edges. At the front of the glass case was a blank pad with a faint outline of a hand on it. A message flashed across the glass.

      
        
        Scan hand to spawn class-specific armor

      

      

      Titus reached out without hesitation and planted one large hand on the pad. It flashed to life, scanning him. A moment later, the tube began to glow. Lights at its top and bottom kicked on, blindingly bright. Kaiden was forced to look away and cover his eyes. The light was gone as quick as it’d come. When he looked back at the cylinder, there was a very solid, very real suit of armor inside.

      It wasn’t too dissimilar from their own, but sleeker, slimmer, and a whole lot more menacing.

      The metal was matte gray with a textured surface. Just like their warden armor, it covered all of their bodies and came complete with a helmet for non-breathable environments. A series of hoses flowed from the back of the armor, hugging the surface and ducking in and out here and there. They weren’t wide, flimsy looking things, but thin and tight. Almost looked like tendons or muscle fibers following the natural flow of the armor.

      
        
        Mk. II Zeross Militia Power Suit, Warden Edition

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Durability: 100%

        +5% dodge chance

        +10% acid resistance

        +10% bludgeoning resistance

        +10% charge capacity

        Stimulant Cooling Slots: 3

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Specifically made to survive in the harshest of conditions, this armor is reserved for the most elite of the Zeross Militia. Featuring advanced bio-organic integration, the Mk. II edition provides a small boost to mobility, while still retaining the legendary acid resistance every warrior needs when squashing the grachnid menace. An experimental energy core grants an additional class-based attribute to the wearer.

      

      

      “’Class-based attribute?’” Kaiden asked. “Does it mean additional charge?”

      “It’s a bit different for each class,” Zelda explained from across the room. “Every class relies on specific stats or abilities to be effective. For example, the cybernetic knight class needs lots of stamina. Were you to spawn this armor as a cyber knight, I suspect its class-based attribute would deal with stamina. Since Titus is a warden, though, it seems like it gives additional charge storage.”

      “So, this bad boy lets us store ten percent more charge at a time?” Titus asked, eyeing the armor with a newfound appreciation.

      “That... that could actually be very useful,” Kaiden said, reading over the armor’s stats. Through various battles and quests, he’d acquired a couple different hammers before settling on his current one. Armor, however, had never been a consideration. They were still wearing the basic warden armor the corps had given them.

      “It might also make us a little less conspicuous, wearing non-corps affiliated armor,” Zelda said. She hesitated a moment, then reluctantly set down the anti-vehicle rifle and walked over to them. “And these things pack three stimulant cooling chambers? That’ll be a nice trick to have up our sleeves once we can afford to fill them.”

      “Is armor really what we need, though?” Kaiden asked, pushing the point for the sake of considering all their options. “What we have is working and there’re a lot of useful weapons here.” He nodded to the black hole grenade. “I’d love to see what that does to a grachnid.”

      “We could use a bit more damage,” Zelda said, seeming to consider things. “And having some new tricks up our sleeves wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. But having better armor would help us tank a fair bit more damage. We’d last a lot longer in fights.”

      There was no avoiding the fact that their current warden armor was conspicuous. It wasn’t doing them any favors in blending in, that was for sure. But it did its job well enough. Did they really need additional protection? Kaiden wasn’t sure.

      “It’s not that I don’t want the new armor,” he said, explaining things as much to himself as to the others. “It’s just, the turen shields we picked up last time were a huge advantage.” He thought back to planet Jonduu and the turen technology they’d acquired there. “We wouldn’t have survived the fight against Thorne without them. I want to make sure we’re making the right decision here.”

      “The turen personal force fields were nice,” Zelda said, nodding. “But they were extremely rare items. Getting them was a unique opportunity. This stuff,” she said, spreading her arms, “is mostly junk in comparison. Cool junk, admittedly, but none of it is that powerful.”

      Titus looked over to the Heavy Hitter.

      “As lame as it sounds, I think this is a choice between flash and substance. When the shit hits the fan, I’d rather have a reliable defense to allow us time to counterattack.” He shrugged. “I mean, the tank of the group would say that. But think of it like boxing. Taking down your opponent with one punch is great, but it’s more of a gimmick. True fighters are those who can take a beating and keep moving forward.”

      Wow, all right.

      Kaiden gave him a nod.

      “Well said, Titus. I can't argue with that. Badass new armor it is. We're gonna be wiping out bugs in style from now on.” He moved toward the armor, then paused. “There’s only one suit, though.”

      The armor was stored in the middle of the cylinder, lights at the top and bottom illuminating it and casting dramatic shadows that emphasized its slow curves and sleek design.

      “How do we decide who—”

      “Dibs!” Titus shouted suddenly, then smiled at them like he’d won the lottery. “Dibs on the armor.”

      “Hold up. We’re not settling this like children,” Zelda said, crossing her arms.

      “Too late. I called dibs.” Titus opened the door to the cylinder and equipped the armor. It popped into existence on his body, expanding to fit his large frame, while his old armor collapsed with a clatter to the floor.

      “Oh buddy, this feels good,” Titus said, taking a few experimental strides around the room. He flexed his arms, stretched to touch his toes, and generally put the suit to a dexterity test. “This feels really good.”

      “So, he gets the armor, then?” Zelda complained. “Just like that?”

      A light flashed in the corner of Kaiden’s vision. The cylinder that had contained the armor was glowing bright again. As the light faded, it revealed a new suit of armor, exactly where the old one had been.

      
        
        Mk. II Zeross Militia Power Suit, Warden Edition

        Rarity: Uncommon

      

      

      “Looks like there’s enough to share,” Kaiden said with a chuckle. He gestured to the new power suit. “After you, Zelda.”

      She equipped the armor and then, sure enough, the tube flashed again and spawned another suit. In moments, they all had their new armor.

      Kaiden reveled in his, opening and closing his hands and testing the limits of the suit. It fit like his own skin, following his movements without hampering any of them. The most noticeable change, however, was to his charge bar. In the corner of his screen, the end of the bar had been extended by ten percent. His max charge was now one hundred and twenty units.

      “I almost wish there were some more bugs up there,” he said, swinging his hammer and observing how the armor moved. “I’d love to put this suit to the test.”

      Titus looked up at the ceiling.

      “I’m sure if we look hard enough, we’ll find more bugs than we’d know what to do with.”

      “Don’t forget why we came here in the first place,” Zelda said, stepping between them. “Bernstein’s quest told us to. The password to open the next clue should be here somewhere.” She paused, looking around. “I thought it would have something to do with the quest, but I haven’t seen anything obvious.”

      The next clue, right. In all the chaos, Kaiden had forgotten.

      “Didn’t the riddle that triggered this quest say something about our next step?” He retrieved the cipher from his inventory. Tapping it once with his thumb, as Zelda had shown him before, he opened it.

      A window appeared in his vision, displaying the three familiar text documents. Document one was unlocked and contained the first riddle. The other two still had little padlock icons next to them. Kaiden ignored them for now, reading the first riddle aloud.

      
        
        “The base commander’s nowhere to be seen,

        And something’s bugging the Blade Queen.

        The next clue awaits you in holy fire,

        If first you survive Her Majesty’s ire.”

      

      

      “We found the base commander,” Titus said. “And we survived Her Majesty’s ire.”

      “So now the next riddle has something to do with ‘holy fire?’” Kaiden repeated the line to himself over and over. “That really doesn’t tell us much.”

      “I don’t think it’s supposed to.” Zelda bit her lip, as if thinking. “The first file had a hint that, combined with my knowledge of Bernstein, helped me discover the password to open it. I expected we’d find the password for the second file here.”

      Kaiden looked to the window showing the contents of the cipher one more time. He selected the second text document. A pop-up window appeared.

      
        
        Password required:

        Hint: Guns, swords, and laser are fine, but knowledge is the most powerful weapon in any arsenal.

      

      

      He read the hint aloud.

      “Well, Vauren did call this the arsenal,” Titus said, looking around the room. “But what knowledge can we find here?”

      “New and creative ways to kill things?” Kaiden answered, half-joking.

      “Well, let’s think about it,” Zelda said. “How is knowledge normally exchanged? The first things that come to mind for me are through reading or talking. Is there anything to read down here?”

      Kaiden joined the others in looking around the room. It was all weapons. There weren’t computer terminals or cabinets or even old-fashioned books. Nothing that might contain knowledge.

      “What about Vauren?” he suggested. “Do we need to talk to her? Maybe she has some information?”

      “Maybe,” Zelda said. “But she’s an NPC – a more advanced one, but I don't think we can influence them. And what's more, I don’t know what Bernstein could have done to have her hold information.”

      “How else could he have left us a note?” Kaiden asked, more to himself than anyone. “Wait.” The thought hit him like a bullet. “How could Bernstein have left us a note?”

      “In the real world, he could have done it a dozen different ways. But this isn’t the real world, this is Nova.” Zelda was rubbing her chin, thinking.

      “This isn’t the real world,” Kaiden said. “Which means there’s exactly one way I can think of through which Bernstein could have left us a note.”

      Zelda looked at him, seemingly perplexed. Then a look of realization dawned on her features, followed by a smile.

      “A geocache!” she said.

      Kaiden nodded, then opened his social settings menu and toggled on the geocache option. When he’d done the same in Hopewell City he’d been barraged by an assault of random geocaches left by players. Here, in the basement of the command tower, there was only one.

      Kaiden smiled and moved to stand next to the scroll icon at the center of the room. As he did, the text of the geocache appeared in his vision. It was a simple message, just one sentence.

      
        
        It’s time for quest number two.

      

      

      That has to be the password, right?

      Too excited to wait, Kaiden typed the message into the password prompt. As soon as he did, the window disappeared and was replaced with another message from Bernstein.

      “You got it? You unlocked the next riddle?” Zelda asked, rushing toward him.

      “How’d you know?” Kaiden asked, smirking at her.

      “The lights, you jerk,” she said, punching his shoulder. And sure enough, the lights on the outside of the cipher had changed. When last he’d looked at it back in Hopewell City, there had been three lights on the side of the padlock. The bottom two had been red and the topmost, orange. Now, the topmost was green, the second was orange, and the final one was red.

      “Well, don’t keep us waiting. Read it!” Zelda said, leaning in close.
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      “Read it to me again,” Titus said, frowning as he entered the main compartment of the Veritas II. Kaiden followed him and Zelda, and the door hissed closed behind him.

      “Welcome back,” Acton said, nodding from up in the cockpit. “What are we reading?”

      “Bernstein’s next clue,” Kaiden said.

      “Rushing off to the next adventure so soon? But we’ve only just finished almost dying here.”

      “We’re not going to be almost dying anywhere if we can’t decipher this riddle,” Zelda said, also plopping into a chair. “Read it again, Kai.”

      He cleared his throat, then read the text of the message from the cipher.

      
        
        “From the non-believers came a holy king,

        Who, with fire and with fist, forged a holy ring.

        At the peak of the crown, where the sirens sing,

        One misstep will interrupt his eternal dream.”

      

      

      Zelda was frowning as he finished and Titus looked completely perplexed. Combined, they represented how Kaiden felt pretty well.

      Nice riddle and all, but it’s not particularly helpful. Neither had been the quest they’d received. Just as with the first riddle, when he’d read it aloud, it’d triggered a quest. He pulled the text up again to make sure he hadn’t missed anything.

      
        
        Quest: Find the Eternal King's holy ring

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, 500 credits

      

      

      Well, that’s about as helpful as the riddle.

      “The quest wants us to find the ring first,” Kaiden said, thinking aloud. “But how are we supposed to find a single ring in the entirety of the universe?”

      “The answers are in the riddle, they have to be,” Zelda said. “We just don’t understand them yet.”

      “From the non-believers came a holy king, who, with fire and with fist, forged a holy ring,” Titus said, reciting the first two lines. “That could mean anything.”

      “Non-believers,” Kaiden said, rolling the word around on his tongue. “I don’t know of any religions in Nova. It’s hard to find non-believers when you’re working with non-existent religions.”

      “I’m searching it now,” Zelda said, eyes distant as she spoke. “There are several religious factions spanning a couple different races in Nova. Humans, gobbers, turen. Even the grachnids are believed to have a religion, though the devs haven’t confirmed it.”

      “I wonder what a bug religion looks like,” Titus said.

      “Hmm.” Focus, Kaiden told himself. There’s a clue here, we just need to find it.

      “What about this ‘holy king?’” he asked next. “Any idea who he might be?”

      Everyone shook their heads so Kaiden fired up his own search. He typed the key words.

      
        
        ‘Nova online holy king’

      

      

      The results came back almost instantly. The first was a Novapedia entry on religious leaders in Nova. He opened it and read the first entry.

      
        
        The few cultural anthropologists who have survived long enough to report their findings on the grachnid species report customs and rituals that seem to indicate the de facto leader, known as the “Blade Queen,” is treated with the reverence of a god.

      

      

      Interesting, but she’s a queen, not a king.

      Next, he ran a control-F search for the term ‘king’ and came back with several results. The first was in regard to the king of gobbers.

      
        
        Garavaark the First, king of the gobbers, has acquired several epithets during his reign. Foremost of those officially recognized by the monarch is “Garavaark the Triumphant,” referring to his victory in the great gobber civil war. Unofficially recognized, though perhaps more commonly used, is “Garavaark the Holey,” referring to numerous deformative injuries he received in said war.

      

      

      That’s probably not who we’re looking for, Kaiden thought, Though, Bernstein was fond of wordplay. If nothing else looks right, I’ll come back to this one, he promised himself and made a mental note of the information. He scrolled to the next entry.

      
        
        “The King” is a colloquial term used to refer to the mob boss of the Boyd City Zarcony crime family. He has no known religious affiliation.

      

      

      Again, no.

      
        
        Though a notoriously atheist race, Holy King Eustra of the turen remains a historical oddity. An ancient religious fanatic, he gave birth to the splinter faction of extremists known as the dark turen. After being exiled by the geniocracy, King Eustra disappeared with his followers in the depths of uncharted space. Only the bravest have dared to follow.

      

      

      The text ‘dared to follow’ was a link.

      This might be something. Kaiden held off on clicking the link to highlight the passage, screen cap the page, and send it to Zelda and Titus.

      “Check that out, guys. Could it be something?”

      Zelda gasped almost immediately.

      “The dark turen! Why didn’t I think of them earlier?” She shook her head as if in disbelief. “They were notorious zealots back in their day, or so I’ve read. But they’re from the early days of Nova. New content and quests have sort of left them behind. Their questline doesn't give out enough EXP these days, at least compared to the gear you need to complete it.”

      “They sound like our guys, though, right?” Kaiden thought back on the riddle. “‘From the non-believers came a holy king.’”

      “That’s a pretty perfect match,” Titus agreed.

      “It is,” Zelda said, eyes still distant. No doubt she was searching up information on Holy King Eustra. Probably following the link from the page. Kaiden clicked it himself, then turned to the others while it loaded.

      “Novapedia said they were last seen heading into uncharted space,” Kaiden asked. “What’s to stop us from going after them?”

      “Uncharted space is an open PVP zone with no laws, no restrictions, and a hundred different ways to die. Not to mention…” Zelda trailed off.

      “Not to mention what?” Kaiden asked.

      “Nebulas – giant clouds of gas and debris and high pressure. It’s basically suicide to fly into one without a mid- to high-tier ship. Shuttles and fighters aren’t really built to handle the extreme environment. You have to go through one to begin the dark turen questline."

      “Okay,” Titus said, furrowing his brow. “Which nebula?”

      “The Fist Nebula.” Kaiden said. The link had finished loading and was now displaying a field of text and images in front of him: accounts of other players' experiences on the dark turen questline. As he read through it all, Kaiden remembered the second line of Bernstein's riddle.

      
        
        Who, with fire and with fist, forged a holy ring.

      

      

      “‘With fire and with fist,’” Kaiden said aloud. “That points right to the dark turen and the Fist Nebula!”

      Zelda nodded.

      “It’s just across the border into uncharted space and it’s a pretty fiery place.” She sent a screenshot of the nebula. True to her word, it was a giant, fiery cloud of gas and brilliantly bright color. Kaiden was reminded of the so-called “pillars of creation” from the real world. The Fist Nebula looked just like them, except more fist-shaped and drenched in bright orange and burning red.

      “How the hell are we supposed to find a single ring inside that thing?” Titus asked, mouth agape. “How big is it, even?”

      “A couple light years across?” Zelda answered, sounding unsure. “But if there’s anything in there like, you know, an entire faction of turen zealots, our scanners should pick it up.”

      “Okay, okay,” Kaiden said, calming the adrenaline that had surged through him at the revelation. “So that’s the answer to the first two lines of the riddle. But what about the next two? What about ‘At the peak of the crown, where the sirens sing, one misstep will interrupt his eternal dream?’ Is this King Eustra dude just taking a nap in the middle of a nebula?”

      “Novapedia says he has a tomb on the planet. That could be what it's referencing,” Zelda said with a shrug, then smiled. “But there’s a way to find out. Hey, Acton.” She turned toward the cockpit.

      He turned to face her.“Surely you’re kidding?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      He sighed.

      “First Zeross, now a notoriously fiery nebula in uncharted space. If you’re trying to get us all killed you could just tell me and we’ll find a nice asteroid to crash into. At least that way we’ll save time.”
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      All government institutions had been on high alert since the terrorists had broken Kaiden and his friends out of prison. It was standard procedure, after all.

      The terrorists had shown they were capable of launching armed attacks. Such blatant aggression demanded a response. The Party hadn’t built peace from the chaos of the Great Test by letting violent agitators run amok.

      Agent Ava Thorne had suspected the terrorists would strike again. What she hadn’t expected was how easily they would be led into a trap. As such, their attack on the senate house had ended in failure.

      Failure didn’t seem a harsh enough word for the chaos that greeted her as she entered the senate house. Slaughter was better.

      She’d taken the perron stairs in front of the building two at a time, but now, in the grand entrance hall, it was all she could do not to stop and stare. She forced herself to only glance at the chaos – she was here to interrogate the prisoner, after all.

      Bodies, almost all of them clothed in the black, long-sleeved shirts and cargo pants that was the unofficial uniform of the terrorists, lay scattered everywhere. Face down, face up, or even slumped against the wall, they lay motionless in death. Some still held their weapons in hand, as if that would do them any good now.

      In several places, the white marble walls were scorched with burn marks from where stray rounds had hit. The floor of the entrance hall, however, had taken the brunt of the damage. There were enough burn marks there it almost looked as if a freak storm had appeared to rain drops of fire. In reality, Thorne knew what had happened.

      The terrorists had taken the outer defenses of the senate house with some ease – not too much, though, lest they realize they were being led on. Once inside, the trap had been sprung. Newly installed security doors all around the entrance hall had snapped shut, trapping them inside. Then, teams of elite soldiers had opened fire from the upper balconies. The terrorists hadn’t stood a chance. It’d all been deliberate, calculated. Maximum losses for the terrorists and minimal casualties for government forces. Even the damage to the senate house wouldn’t take long to fix. And best of all, no innocents had been caught in the crossfire. The trap had been set to contain the fighting inside. Peacekeeping at its finest. This was the kind of efficiency the Party prided itself on. The kind of efficiency Commander Moran was known for.

      “You can’t be here,” a soldier said, holding a hand out toward her and advancing from his position along the door leading further into the building. “Senate house employees need to use the side entrances until further notice.”

      “Agent Ava Thorne,” she said, pulling at her lapel to reveal her badge.

      “Apologies, ma’am.” He snapped to attention and gave her a salute.

      “I’m here to see the prisoner,” she said, nodding past him and further into the building.

      “Ah, him, is it? He’s in pretty bad shape. Probably won't be conscious for a while since the other agent finished with him.”

      “The other agent?" Thorne asked.

      “Agent Thorne!” a man emerged from a door at the far side of the room and called out, his voice echoing across the cavernous, battle-ravaged interior.

      He was a bit shorter than her – but she was a towering six feet tall herself – and had a friendly smile plastered across his face. A standard black trench coat, assigned to agents and upper-level police officers, hung to his knees as he approached. A shining agent badge was pinned to his lapel. Crisp, dress uniform gloves were tucked into his belt and his boots shone with all the polish of a man who wasted time on such things.

      “Agent Werner,” he said, extending a hand to her as he arrived. He leaned in close as she shook it. “A big fan of your work. Inspiring stuff.” He nodded as if agreeing with his own words. “Good to see they’re not wasting you on that game anymore. All the real work is done out here in the real world, anyway.”

      “Pleased to meet you, agent,” she said, giving a standard, official greeting and releasing his hand. There was plenty of “real work” done in Nova, but that wasn’t a battle she cared to fight right now. “Is there something I can help you with? I’m on official business,” she added.

      I’m busy and you’re slowing me down, she wanted to say, but among the ranks of the Party, that wouldn’t do. Everything needed to be delivered with a smile and a nod. Politeness was a cornerstone of civilization, as the doctrine went. They’d all survived the Great Test and it was their responsibility to build a better world together. On some small level, that started with being polite to each other. At the same time, she had work to do. Every moment wasted was another that the boy and his friends ran amok with potentially incendiary information.

      “Actually, I was hoping there was something we could help each other with.” Agent Werner tapped his badge and it activated, projecting a hologram into the air between them.

      “Assignment orders, fresh from Commander Moran’s desk,” he said. “As I understand it, you’re on the trail of three quite dangerous prison escapees. I’ve been given the honor of serving as your partner for the duration of the case.” He pinched his fingers together, then widened them, zooming in on the virtual document.

      Thorne read through the enlarged text. There was no denying his words. Moran had assigned them as partners.

      “A partner?” She tried not to balk at the thought. She hadn’t wanted, nor needed, a partner for years now. A point she’d made quite clear to those in command. And besides, she wasn’t planning on staying in this role long. As soon as her respawn cooldown expired, she’d be back in Nova. All she had to do was wrap this case up and get approval from Moran.

      “How considerate of the commander to think of me,” she said, forcing a smile onto her face. But this wasn’t a gift or an honor. If anything, it was a show of Moran’s lack of faith in her. He didn’t trust her to do her job or didn’t believe she still could.

      “I’m sure this will be quite the productive partnership,” Werner said and waved his hand to dismiss the virtual document. His badge flicked off and returned to inactive mode.

      “Now then,” he clapped his hands together. “You were off to speak with the prisoner, I believe?”

      “I was. Odds are he has—”

      “Information on the rebel base, yes.” Werner nodded. “Your instincts don’t lead you astray, Agent Thorne. Though they never have, eh?” He clasped his hands behind his back. “I’ve spoken with the prisoner and your suspicions were correct. He’s told us exactly where to find the rest of his terrorist cohorts.”

      “Standing orders were that I had priority with the prisoner,” she said, letting a touch of anger color her words. This was her case. The last thing she needed was someone else tampering with things.

      “Of course, of course. My apologies for jumping the gun, as it were. Your trip from headquarters took some time and I was already in the area. It seemed prudent to begin interrogations as soon as possible. You know how these things can be.”

      Touchy and best left to experienced professionals? She wanted to say, but she hadn’t reached her current status by giving way to unprofessional outbursts.

      “I’m surprised he talked so soon,” she said, watching Werner closely. “These guys are the most extreme of the rebel factions.” She gestured to the dead terrorists. “Under personal command of that traitor, Ragnussen, if I recall. I would have expected it’d take some time to get one of his boys to talk.”

      “I suppose we’re just good at asking questions,” Werner replied, playing at paying no mind to her concerns. “Preparations for taking their base are already underway. I was on my way there now. I expect you’d care to join us as well?”

      “After I speak with the prisoner,” she said. It was what she'd come to do, after all.

      “Of course, of course,” Werner said, nodding. “Though he's unconscious presently. The medics expect it'll be some time before he wakes again. We'll circle back once he does, eh?” He gestured toward the front door. “Shall we?”
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      “We’ll be arriving at the Fist Nebula in a few minutes, Captains,” Acton said, spinning around in his cockpit chair to face them.

      With the time they’d spent flying, Kaiden was starting to think the internet had been playing some sort of practical joke on them and there was no such place.

      The universe in Nova wasn’t a to-size recreation of the real thing – traversing that amount of distance would have been mind-numbingly boring – but it was still pretty darn big. Up until now, their trips had been mostly short, hopping from one planet to the next all in the same general vicinity. The Fist Nebula, however, seemed to truly be in the middle of nowhere.

      “If I’m being honest with you, we’re far too low level to handle this place,” Acton announced as the ship’s engines continued to burn hot and hard.

      “Low level?” Titus asked with a laugh, then flexed a bicep. “We were plenty strong enough to take down Thorne, not to mention that mountain-bug.”

      Zelda pushed his arm back down.

      “Muscle size has no correlation to your strength stat,” she said, shaking her head. “You know that.”

      “One of this game’s greatest failings,” he grumbled.

      “I’m not talking about your level. I’m talking about the crew’s,” Acton said, nodding first to the pilot, then toward the rear of the ship where the rest were manning their stations.

      “Take our pilot, for instance. Level recruit, tier one when we hired him. Flying from Alafia to Zeross, and now here, has given him healthy bit of experience.”

      “Ready to fly, Captain!” he said, making use of what was, apparently, his only voice line.

      Kaiden focused on the pilot.

      
        
        Newt (NPC)

        Ship Pilot

        Faction: Crewman aboard the Veritas II

        Recruit, tier 3

      

      

      Sure enough, he’d leveled twice. Well, the ship crew equivalent of leveling. Gaining experience for doing your job seems appropriate, Kaiden figured. Apparently that wasn’t everything, though. Acton continued with his explanation.

      “The fighting on Zeross also gave the crew some experience -- the pilot for flying, and the mechanics who stepped in to man the turrets. There were some overheating and mechanical jams to be fixed; nothing major, but every little bit helps when it comes to levelling. As you might assume, every time one of the crew levels, they become better at their job. To run the engines, obviously you need a mechanic or two. But to run them more efficiently and reliably, or repair them more quickly, you need experienced mechanics.” Acton rapped a knuckle against the bulkhead as he spoke. “That concept applies to the entirety of the ship. For example, since she’s leveled up, our core engineer will now have a higher chance of preventing any catastrophic core implosions.”

      “This is all great news,” Kaiden said. “So why do I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming?”

      “The ‘but,’” Acton said, turning back to the windshield, “is that.” He pointed out to the empty space ahead. It was then that Kaiden realized the space wasn’t exactly empty.

      Far in front of them, though drawing closer rapidly, was a fiery point of light. As he watched, it grew from a burning dot into a shimmering, cloudy orb the size of his thumbnail. The Fist Nebula.

      “Flying into a nebula is hardly an advisable course of action. Even less so when it’s the Fist Nebula.” Acton turned back to them, shaking his head. “When you asked for a crew, I did the best I could with the credits you had. That doesn’t mean we’re ready for a trip like this.”

      “Oh, come on, Acton. Have a little courage,” Titus said, giving what Kaiden was sure was supposed to be an inspiring smile.

      Acton neither smiled nor frowned.

      “Please, don’t mistake this as concern for my own wellbeing. The Veritas II came with a top-of-the-line insurance policy. A policy, mind you, that also covers the ship’s first mate. Should the ship be destroyed at any point, all shipbuilders in good standing with the law will replace it. And thanks to the miracle of cloning technology, me along with it.” Acton crossed his arms. “Neither me nor the ship are in danger. It’s you, and the crew, that I’m worried about.”

      “I take it,” Zelda said, glancing over to the pilot, “that we didn’t have enough credits to insure the crew.”

      “Most certainly not.”

      Kaiden looked over to the pilot, expecting him to react to the news in some way. Instead, he seemed entirely unbothered as he kept them en route to the quickly approaching nebula.

      “Insuring a crew is almost always more expensive than hiring a new one. And with enough credits, you can hire on a more experienced crew and save yourself the trouble of needing to level them. That would, however, require having credits.”

      Right. Our money situation. They’d spent nearly everything they’d had on hiring their small crew. Apparently, losing it would not bode well. Sure, they’d get the Veritas II back – would it be the Veritas III at that point? – and Acton with it, but that didn’t do them much good without a crew.

      “Okay, then,” Kaiden said, nodding. “Our plan is simple: don’t die.”

      And maybe make some money or loot some valuable items on this quest.

      “Much easier said than done out here,” Acton explained. “Our mechanics are also our stand-in gunners. Our core engineer is pulling double duty as a shield technician. Should we find ourselves in a tight spot, that could become a problem.”

      “Think happy thoughts,” Kaiden said, trying to encourage himself as much as Acton. “We’ll stay positive, minimize our time in the nebula, and get this quest finished.”

      “Stay positive?” Acton frowned at him, then sighed and turned back to his controls. “I’ll be sure to tell the crew.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Edge of the Map - 500 EXP!

        You’ve reached unexplored space, a dangerous place devoid of laws or mercy. Hopefully someone will remember you when you don’t return.

      

      

      
        
        Warning! Warning!

        The Fist Nebula is a restricted sector by order of the Turen Geniocracy. Trespassers do so at their own risk. No help will come for you.

      

      

      “That’s... comforting,” Kaiden said, reading the system messages as they faded into view one after the other.

      “Unexplored space,” Zelda said with a shrug, then turned toward the cockpit. “Let’s keep our eyes open for any players out here looking for PVP.”

      “Boosting scanners to maximum range,” Acton said with a crisp nod.

      The Veritas II’s engines slowed to idle speed as the ship approached the edge of the nebula.

      “So, this is the Fist, huh?” Titus said, pressed up against one of the windows. Kaiden picked the window next to him and got a look of his own.

      Just ahead of them was the edge of the nebula. The space there was positively glowing with light. All the shades of red and orange that he could imagine shifted and twisted, mixing in with one another to create entirely new colors, then, a moment later, pulling apart and finding new partners. The whole nebula appeared one giant, swirling ball of color. In a way, it almost looked alive.

      Zelda joined Kaiden at his window, leaning in next to him for a view. Her closeness, virtual though it was, left him hot in the cheeks. His first instinct was to edge away, but he fought it.

      “Wow,” Zelda said, disbelief rife in her voice, her face cast in shifting shades of color.

      “Incredible, isn’t it?” Kaiden asked.

      “Horribly inaccurate, more like.” She frowned. “In reality, the gas and particulates that make nebulas so beautiful aren’t viewable from close up. It’s not like you just cross some line and suddenly you’re in a cloud of colorful space gas.”

      Ah. Well, what else did I expect? She was precise and correct, as per usual.

      “You have to admit, though,” Kaiden said, trying to sound upbeat. “Even in these second-rate VR pods, it’s beautiful.” He focused on a particularly bright orange cloud of gas that bulged out from the border of the nebula. It rolled forward like a wave rising above a beach, higher and higher until it seemed it would crash. When it reached its apparent breaking point, however, it simply slipped backward, disappearing back into the nebula.

      “Well, anyway, we’re here,” Zelda said, pulling away from the window. “And the holy king’s ring is supposed to be inside that thing, right?”

      Kaiden nodded. “So the riddle said.”

      “I knew finding a ring inside the nebula was going to be difficult, but I didn’t realize how difficult,” Titus said, finally leaving his window. He turned to them. “Visibility in there looks to be practically zero.”

      “Can our scanners penetrate the cloud if we edge in a little closer?” Kaiden asked, moving up and leaning on the back of Acton’s seat.

      “What would we even be scanning for?” Zelda asked.

      Acton shrugged.

      “Unsure. But we can give it a try. With any luck, we’ll find something. Pilot?”

      “Ready to fly, Captain!”

      The engines eased to life and they slid in closer.

      An alarm blared out from the control console, shrill and piercing.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Titus said, wincing.

      “It’s not the scanners,” Zelda said, pushing into the cockpit.

      “No, it’s the S.O.S. alarm.” Acton was working at his console. “We’re picking up a distress beacon.” He paused. “It looks like the clouds of the nebula were interfering with it. It couldn’t broadcast beyond the nebula. But, wait… it’s more than just a beacon. There’s a message attached to it.”
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      “Playing the message... now,” Acton said, then tapped his console screen. As he did, the sound of static filled the ship, then resolved itself into a voice.

      It spoke slowly, enunciating each word. Despite the content of the message, there was no panic in the voice.

      “Attention all space-faring vessels within broadcast range of this signal: This is Allista of the SS Scire. We are an unarmed research vessel operating under the tenets of the Alafia Convention’s Knowledge for All declaration. Our ship has been attacked and disabled by unknown assailants. Various structural and internal damage forced us into an emergency landing on the ring. We are in need of immediate assistance.

      
        
        Quest: Find the survivors of the SS Scire

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, 600 credits

      

      

      “Could’ve just said they need help,” Titus said, frowning up at the ship’s speakers.

      Zelda looked to Kaiden.

      “Turen?” she asked.

      “Turen,” he answered, nodding. The only ones I know who could turn ‘S.O.S.’ into a paragraph and a half.

      “Our ship’s damaged and disabled systems are as follows…” the message continued. It droned on as Allista listed off the specific, in-depth status of each of their ship’s systems. After the third system, Acton muted the message.

      “They mentioned ‘the ring,’” he said. “Call me crazy, but I’d guess that’s the same ring we’re looking for.”

      “I wouldn’t say you’re crazy, I’d say you’re spot on.” Titus peered out of his window again, squinting toward the nebula. “But how do you crash your ship on a ring?”

      “What if it’s a really big ring?” Kaiden asked as a thought occurred to him. “What if this ring we’re looking for isn’t jewelry at all?”

      “A space station, maybe,” Zelda said, rubbing her chin. “That could make sense.”

      “I’ll tell you one thing,” Titus said, pulling back from the window and his view of the nebula. “Even finding a space station in that colorful soup will be a challenge.”

      “There’s only one way to do it, though,” Kaiden said, patting the back of Acton’s seat. “Take us in.”

      “And aim for the source of the distress call as much as possible,” Zelda added.

      “In we go,” Acton said.

      At his words, Newt the pilot eased the engines out of idle mode and took them forward, into the nebula.

      The black emptiness of space around them disappeared almost entirely. The border of the nebula was like standing in front of a great, thick fog. For a moment, it loomed there, so dense it almost looked to be solid. And then, just like that, they slipped inside. Any view out of the windows disappeared, replaced instead with blindingly bright light and clouds of swirling particles.

      The insides of the Veritas II lit up like the crew were having a space disco, which, all things considered, probably wasn’t that different from a normal disco. Orange and red lights plastered the bulkheads, waving and rippling as the nebula swirled around them. In a few places, the windows magnified the light, turning it into ever-changing beams that acted as impromptu spotlights. If only everyone wasn’t pressed up into the cockpit, watching the scanners for any sign of the ring.

      “The interference in here is horrible,” Zelda said, rapping her knuckles on the side of Acton’s co-pilot console.

      “With all due respect, that’s my job.” He pushed her arm out of the way, then gave the console a good slap. Its screen blinked twice, but otherwise showed only more of the same hissing static.

      “Looks like we’re flying blind, then.” Kaiden raised his eyes to the windshield.

      Blind, or blinded? Technically, they could see, it just so happened that the only things in view were blinding, burning clouds of gas.

      “Hold up a second,” Titus said, squeezing into the cockpit to join them. Now the space was truly filled to the brim. Most of the big man couldn’t make it in. Seemingly unperturbed, he pressed forward still until he was basically smearing his face against the windshield.

      “What is that?” he asked, then jerked his head in an upward nod toward nothing.

      “Gas, particles, and a lot of special effects—” Kaiden started, but stopped short.

      No, there is something there. But what the hell is it?

      He pushed forward as well, fighting for a better look.

      A shape was taking form in the clouds just ahead. It started as nothing more than the suggestion of a shadow, then materialized more and more as they drew closer. Whatever it was, it was huge. Only a portion of it was visible; a long, curving piece.

      The outermost ring of a space station, maybe? It was that, or the universe’s largest hula hoop.

      “A bit closer,” Acton said to the pilot.

      The man worked the controls, the engines responded, and they picked up a bit of speed. As they did, the structure ahead of them became clearer by the moment. It rose from the clouds smoothly, the gentle curve to its wide, flat ring stretching on and on. And then, its curve was so dramatic it had looped back on itself. A perfect ring.

      Titus shook his head in apparent disbelief.

      “That’s one heck of a space station.”

      “No,” Zelda said, jaw agape. “That’s no space station. That’s a planet.”

      A planet? What?

      The idea was ridiculous, but as Kaiden looked closer, he knew she was right. As strange as it seemed, the ring clearly had an atmosphere around it, hugging close to its circular band. Below it, terrain features were already becoming visible. Mountain ranges, mostly, but also what appeared to be several wide, strong rivers flowing into a narrow ocean.

      This thing is an entire planet. And a living one, from the looks of it.

      “From the non-believers came a holy king,” he said under his breath.

      “Who, with fire and with fist, forged a holy ring,” Zelda finished, still staring at the sight before them. “The ring isn’t jewelry and it’s not a station. It’s an entire planet. A ring world.”

      
        
        Quest Complete: Find the Eternal King’s holy ring

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, 500 credits

      

      

      “Bam!” Titus shouted as the system message faded into view. “Find the ring? More like found the ring, am I right?” He spun around, hand raised for high fives.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” Kaiden laughed as their hands met with a crisp slap.

      “Acton? Acton, my man?” Titus asked, holding out his hand. The first officer gave it a long stare, then rolled his eyes and returned to his console.

      “Zelda, then!” Titus turned to her.

      “You’re ridiculous,” she said, keeping her eyes on the planet. It was hard to miss the slight smirk pulling at the edge of her lips, though.

      Kaiden turned his thoughts to the search for Bernstein’s cipher.

      “The riddle led us here and this rescue quest triggered when we arrived, just like on Zeross. I think that makes our next step pretty clear,” he said. “We need to find Allista. That should lead us to what Bernstein wants us to do here.”

      “I’ve a tentative lock on their position,” Acton reported, tapping at the still static-filled screen of his console. “It’s not much, but it’s enough to guide us down.”

      “What are we waiting for, then—”

      Alarms blared through the ship and both Acton and the pilot’s console started flashing red.

      “Another S.O.S. alarm?” Titus asked. “How many ships have crashed down there?”

      “It’s about to be one more,” Acton said, frowning. “We have hostile fighters inbound.”
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        Your ship is under attack!

      

      

      The notification came a moment after a laser exploded on the exterior of the hull, shaking the ship to its core.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 60%

      

      

      “The shields absorbed that hit,” Acton said, hands flying across the screen of his console. “They’ll recharge over time, but we’re not a combat-class ship. We’re not meant for dogfighting.”

      “Who’s attacking us?” Kaiden asked, rushing to the nearest window and peering out. The rolling, swirling clouds of the nebula gave no answer – until a laser sliced through them and into the side of the ship. Kaiden jumped back from the window as piercing green light exploded against the hull.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 20%

      

      

      “Dark Turen!” Acton reported from up front. As he did, a shape whipped by outside, stirring up the clouds and dust. Kaiden got just enough of a view of it to pull up its details with his visor.

      
        
        Eustra’s Blade

        Class: Skirmisher

        Faction Alignment: Dark Turen

      

      

      “Looks like a skirmisher,” Kaiden relayed to the others. As he did, a second shape rushed past, lasers firing. “And a second one,” he added, focusing on it.

      “If we lose the shields, our critical components are going to start going offline, but we can lose these guys in the nebula. Just give us some cover fire!” Acton hiked a thumb over his shoulder, back toward the ladders to the turrets.

      “We’re going to need the crew at their stations for this,” Zelda said, breaking into a jog. And she was right. If they were going to keep their systems running at max capacity, they needed all hands on deck. And should the shields go down, they’d need the crew to keep their respective systems online.

      “Titus, Kaiden, grab a turret. I’ll get the rear.” Zelda’s jog turned into a sprint and she disappeared toward the engine room.

      “I’ll take the forward guns,” Titus said, then rushed across the space. Just behind the entrance to the cockpit, a small ladder led up. He scaled it quickly and pulled himself into the turret’s cockpit.

      “Guess that leaves the midship guns for me,” Kaiden said and sprinted to the rear of the main compartment. There was another ladder here, but this one led down. As he approached it, the system prompted him.

      
        
        Enter midship turret?

      

      

      He selected ‘yes’ and the game took over, guiding his character. He grabbed the ladder, slid down it, and thudded to a stop several feet below. Next, he squeezed into a tight seat and grabbed a joystick on the right armrest.

      In front of him was a windshield of sharply curved glass. Outside of it, on the left, right, and bottom, gun barrels poked into view.

      
        
        Activate turret?

      

      

      Kaiden selected ‘yes’ again and all around him, hydraulics whirred as the turret came to life. The bubble cockpit lowered out of the belly of the Veritas II, then spun, giving him a view of the underside of the ship and everything around it. A crosshair flickered to life, projected on the inside of the windshield.

      By toggling the joystick, he could turn the turret in all directions. This allowed him a clear field of fire on anything beneath or beside the ship. He had to be careful of aiming too high up and shooting into their own hull, however.

      The forward turret Titus was occupying had a view of the top and front, while Zelda’s had the rear of the ship covered. All together, they combined to form a near three hundred and sixty-degree defense.

      “We’re flying virtually blind in here,” Acton said through the ship’s comms. “But we’ll do our best to hide in the nebula. Keep those skirmishers off us while we do.”

      Lasers tore through the clouds off to the right and slammed into the Veritas II. Its shield kicked to life, flashing a translucent blue as they did their best to absorb the attack. In the brief reprieve between attacks, they’d regenerated to forty percent, but it wasn’t enough to absorb this new volley.

      
        
        Shields offline: 0%

        Shield core overloaded!

      

      

      Something exploded inside the ship – the shield core, Kaiden presumed – and the exterior shields flashed one more time, then fizzled out. As they did, several lasers slipped through, striking the hull.

      
        
        Hull Integrity: 85%

      

      

      “We’re not made to take this kind of damage!” Acton shouted. “Shoot back!”

      Kaiden spun his turret toward the oncoming barrage and pulled the trigger.

      His leftmost gun fired. The barrel kicked back as its dampeners absorbed the recoil. Not half a second later, the rightmost barrel fired, then the bottom after it. Kaiden held down the trigger and the barrels continued to fire in a slow, pounding rhythm.

      Left, right, bottom. Left, right, bottom. They ran through their cycle, kicking back and launching heavy, explosive rounds into the clouds. The shots detonated when they reached max range, exploding in bursts of light.

      Toward the bottom of the turret’s HUD, Kaiden watched as a little bar slowly filled up, turning from black to a burning orange.

      An overheating meter, he didn’t doubt. It wasn’t a new mechanic. If I fire too long, the turret will go offline. I can’t just spam this thing forever. As it turned out, he didn’t need to fire it forever, though. One of his rounds clipped its target with a sound like metal being struck with a hammer. A little red ‘X’ flashed in his crosshair.

      A second stream of rounds tore into the clouds as Zelda fired, then a third when Titus joined in. The return fire from the skirmishers ceased and Kaiden let go of the trigger.

      “I got a hit marker on one of them, but I don’t know how much damage it did,” he said through comms.

      “Didn’t get a thing up here,” Titus answered.

      “Same,” Zelda said.

      “Punch it, Newt,” Acton said from the cockpit. The Veritas II’s engines roared to life and then they were hurtling forward. “We’ll lose the skirmishers in a moment. There’s no way they can keep up with a corvette. Just keep us covered unti—”

      Another burst of green laser fire rained in, this time striking the rear of the ship. A volley of explosions hammered them. Unhampered by the shields, the lasers tore into the ship, shaking it with each shot and blasting pieces of debris off into space.

      
        
        Hull Integrity: 60%

      

      

      Kaiden could see the explosions, slamming in one after another in a volley of shots, but couldn’t do much to return fire. The lasers were coming from above and behind them. His belly turret couldn’t aim high enough to shoot without risking blowing a hole through their own hull.

      Zelda’s could, however. She opened up, her barrels firing with heavy, rhythmic thuds.

      Something exploded in the nebula, a burst of light flashing through the clouds. The incoming lasers stopped and Zelda cheered.

      A point of light hurtled toward them, growing brighter through the clouds of gas. And then it punched through, breaking into the visible space around them. It was one of the skirmishers, but crippled. The side of the craft was shot through with holes and spewing flame. The whole ship spun out of control, then dived low, peeling off and falling behind as its systems failed and the Veritas II’s powerful engines pulled them away.

      Kaiden tracked the crippled ship, led his shot, then pulled the trigger.

      Left, right, bottom. Left, right, bottom.

      His guns let loose and found their mark. The attack ship was swallowed in a belch of fire.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Aspiring Dogfighter – 500 EXP

        You’ve shot down your first aerial opponent – congrats! Dogfighting’s a dangerous business, but if you practice and try really hard, you’ll… probably still die in a fiery wreck.

      

      

      In moments, the fireball had eaten up all the oxygen from the enemy ship and burned out, leaving a sparkling field of debris that spun off into the nebula, almost in slow motion, and disappeared.

      “One down!” Kaiden cheered, pumping his fist.

      “That’s what I’m talking about!” Titus shouted.

      The second skirmisher broke through the clouds on their left and dove on them. Its guns opened up, targeting the cockpit first, then drilling down the side of the ship as it passed.

      “He’s coming your way,” Kaiden said to Zelda, tracking the skirmisher and spraying rounds at it.

      “I’ve got him…” Zelda said, opening up with her turrets as well. “I’ve got him…”

      
        
        Hull Integrity: 43%

      

      

      The Veritas II absorbed the shots with a protesting groan. The attacking green lasers reached the already damaged rear of the ship and then a devastating explosion tore through their corvette. Kaiden leaned away, closing his eyes from the blinding light of the explosion, then was pressed back into his chair as the entire ship broke into a hard spin.

      “We’ve lost control up here,” Acton shouted through the comms. As he did, blaring alarms and ringing sirens near drowned him out.

      Straining against the simulated g-forces squashing him into his seat, Kaiden opened his eyes in time to see the entire rear of the Veritas II rip off and tumble away.

      
        
        Engine core destroyed!

      

        

      
        Hull Integrity: 16%

      

      

      
        
        Crew member killed!

        Crew member killed!

        Party member killed!

      

      

      He read the lines of text, but only processed the last one.

      Party member killed? But that means…

      “Zelda!” he shouted, but there was no answer. “Zelda, come in!” A sinking feeling of dread poured into his stomach.

      We’ll be without her for an entire week. We’re going to have to finish this quest on our own.

      The debris spun away into the clouds, but just before it did, Kaiden caught sight of the remains of the rear turret. The bubble cockpit was split open like an egg. Next to it, a dark shape floated away, limbs stiff as it tumbled end over end in a slow spin.

      
        
        Zelda **Deceased**

        Blast Warden

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 18

      

      

      “Zelda’s gone…” Kaiden managed, watching her spin away until she disappeared into the nebula.

      “Oh hell,” Titus said, dread in his voice. “She’s going to be pissed when we log out.”

      “She’s gone and so are the mechanics. And all of the engine room,” Acton added.

      Another volley of lasers came in from the rear. The skirmisher was back and attacking their already heavily damaged aft.

      “Gahh!” Kaiden shouted and opened fire. The recently removed rear of the ship allowed him to aim higher and his shots exploded around the oncoming skirmisher.

      Several connected, hit markers flashing in his crosshair. The smaller ship was jolted off course and spun out of view. Damaged, but not destroyed.

      “We’ve lost control,” Acton reported from the cockpit. He wasn’t shouting. Instead, his voice was calm. Resigned, almost.

      “What do you mean?” Titus asked back.

      “I mean the entire aft end of the ship is gone. We can’t fly without our engines, we’re venting air by the moment, and the core is going to go offline any moment now.”

      “There has to be something you can do.”

      Another explosion rocked the ship.

      
        
        Hull Integrity: 5%

      

      

      
        
        Ship core offline!

      

      

      
        
        Crew member killed!

      

      

      As the system message appeared, the Veritas II gave a long groan, then went dark. All around, the lights switched off.

      With no systems running, it was silent. They were left stranded, floating in the nebula as the remains of their ship spun into the void.

      Let me get up there. We can figure something out! We have to!

      Kaiden looked up at the ladder above him.

      
        
        Exit turret?

      

      

      He selected ‘yes,’ but a red ‘X’ flashed up on his screen.

      
        
        Ship power offline. Unable to retract turret.

      

      

      What? No!

      He tried again.

      
        
        Ship power offline. Unable to retract turret.

      

      

      “I can’t leave my turret,” he said. “I’m stuck here.”

      “Same, damn it.” Titus must’ve hit something as a dull thud followed his words through the comms.

      “So, what? We just float around until we die?” Kaiden looked back through his windshield at the flaming, shredded rear of the ship.

      “Oh, we won’t last that long,” Acton said, voice dour. “We’re taking damage from the fire, not to mention the fact that our hull is completely torn open.”

      The ship shook as a small explosion detonated midway along its length. Kaiden had a nice view as it punched through the belly and spat a burst of flame into space.

      
        
        Hull Integrity: 3%

      

      

      So this is it? We’re going to die?

      He pulled his eyes from their dying ship and took in the view for his final moments. The nebula swirled around them. For just a second, the silhouette of the ring was visible in the distance, but they were falling away from it. Their ship continued its uncontrolled spin and the ring slipped from view. A moment later, another explosion.

      Kaiden saw the Veritas II come apart. Time slowed as he watched. A small explosion in the mid-section set off a chain reaction. Cracks spiderwebbed through the hull, spreading like a sheet of glass preparing to burst. Then the cracks lit up red, glowing brighter and brighter, until finally, fire punched through. The metal bent outward, then gave way entirely.

      The Veritas II came apart like a puzzle, chunks detaching and spinning away. Kaiden’s turret burst open and he was sucked out into the void. A great cold swept over him, seemed to freeze the blood in his veins.

      The debris field of the ship spread out behind him, fire and metal floating away in slow motion. Time slowed even more, and then stopped.

      Darkness faded in from the edges of his vision, then smothered him entirely.

      A system prompt appeared.

      
        
        You have been defeated.

        Respawn available in: 6 days, 23 hours and 59 minutes.
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      Dead.

      The thought reverberated through Kaiden’s mind over and over.

      Dead. Killed.

      He’d known this was possible and had certainly come close to dying in-game before, but on some level, he hadn’t believed it would ever actually happen. He had no choice but to believe it now as the clouded glass covering of his full immersion pod retracted with a hiss to leave him staring at the dingy, water-soaked ceiling of their room.

      “Well, shit,” Titus said, clapping a hand down with some force as he pulled himself from his pod. “That didn’t go to plan.”

      “No, it didn’t.” Zelda was already out of her pod and leaning against it. Her arms were crossed and she was shaking her head slowly, as if barely restraining her anger. “We really don’t have a week to waste.”.

      “It was a close thing,” Kaiden said, offering some encouragement against the pessimism pervading the air. “They got the drop on us and we just didn’t land enough shots on them. Not that that makes things any better,” he added as an afterthought.

      Titus made a show of looking around the room.

      “So, uh, no one brought any board games, did they? Cards, maybe? Cause I don’t know what the hell else we’re going to do in here for a week.” He too was fuming.

      Zelda opened her mouth to answer but stopped short as the locks on the door to their room rattled. One by one, they unlocked and then the door swung open as Valence stepped inside.

      “Oh, you’re out of the pods, good. I was hoping to catch you while you weren’t busy.” She paused, looking at each of them and frowning slightly at the less than welcoming expressions she no doubt found there. “You aren’t busy, are you?”

      “We have a minute,” Kaiden said before Titus or Zelda could answer with something sarcastic.

      She nodded, walking toward them through the room, then focused on Titus.

      “We found your brother.”

      Awesome! That’s great news! Kaiden looked over to Zelda and smiled. She’d promised Valence would come through, and it appeared she had.

      Titus perked up at the news, his anger at their in-game deaths apparently forgotten.

      “Go on.”

      “Your brother’s in hiding from the King Street Gang in district two, has been for a while.” As Valence spoke, Titus shook his head, then cursed under his breath.

      If he was in hiding, that meant he hadn’t been able to keep up his payments to Titus’ old gang, which put their whole family at risk, Kaiden knew. Titus had been clear: a debt owed to the King Street boys would be repaid, peacefully or painfully.

      “I have a trustworthy man watching the spots your brother has been frequenting. We think he’s going to make his weekly grocery run tomorrow – he’s been buying from cash-only back-alley vendors.

      “Good, just like I taught him.”

      “As soon as my man spots him,” Valence continued, “he’s going to make contact.”

      Titus nodded at that.

      “I need to prepare a message. Do you have a console I can use? He needs to keep making payments until I can help again. He needs to…” Titus trailed off, seemingly lost in his own thoughts as he appeared to go through a mental checklist.

      Kaiden pushed away the looming despair at their recent in-game deaths and tried to be happy for Titus. It wasn’t the best news, but it was something. And he knew it would help put Titus at ease. The big man had been wrestling with internal conflict for some time now. Not that Kaiden could blame him. He could hardly imagine what it would feel like to pursue Bernstein’s file while fearing for his family’s safety. Fearing for his own and that of his friends was enough worry for now.

      A knock at the door snapped Kaiden backed to reality, then Merrick poked his head inside.

      “Word from Ragnussen. It’s not good. The attack…” He trailed off as if remembering they weren’t alone in the room. At his words, Valence’s expression turned severe.

      “Think on what you want the message to say,” she said to Titus as she turned to leave. “I’ll have a handheld console sent down first thing tomorrow morning for you to record it on.”

      “Wait, why not now?” Kaiden asked, walking after her. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to—”

      “In the morning,” she said, then slipped out the door and pulled it closed behind her. Kaiden was left staring at it as the guards engaged the locks on the other side, sealing them in once more.

      I’m getting really tired of this pseudo-prison crap, he thought, but put on a half-smile as he turned to face Titus.

      “Hey man, that’s good news. I mean, half-good news, at least.”

      “Yeah,” Titus said, nodding to himself. “In all honesty, I knew there was no way he was going to repay what he owed. In a way, I expected it. The good news is, now I can help him. I just need him to lie low, like he’s been doing. Then, if I can get a message to King Street…” he trailed off again, clearly lost in a rush of thoughts.

      As the big man fell silent, Kaiden looked over to Zelda and gave her a nod. They’d still died in-game, were still going to have to wait a week before they could log back in and then figure out how to solve the second riddle. But despite all of that, they had achieved a small victory here. All thanks to Zelda. It was a bittersweet victory, but that was better than what it could have been.

      “Well done,” he mouthed to her.

      She gave him a slight smile, and for a moment, not everything seemed that bad.
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      It was painfully difficult to keep track of time in their underground, windowless, and poorly lit room. Nonetheless, Titus was up at what Kaiden figured was the crack of dawn. As the big man paced, Kaiden blinked, bleary-eyed, at their VR pods. He was just able to make out the time on their exterior control panels. Six thirty-two in the morning. Far too early to be awake. But Titus was set to record a message for his brother. A message to keep him and his family safe. If that wasn’t a good reason to be up early, Kaiden couldn’t think of one.

      Stifling a groan, he pulled himself from his stiff bed and to his feet.

      “You don’t need to get up for this,” Titus said, shooting a glance over to him.

      “No, no,” Kaiden said, waving away his words. “It’s fine. Couldn’t sleep anyway,” he lied. The last thing he wanted was Titus worrying about him right now. This morning, the big man needed to focus on his brother and his family.

      “You know what you’re going to say?” Kaiden asked before a yawn interrupted him.

      “Every word,” Titus said, then went back to pacing.

      “What’s going on?” Zelda asked, still half-asleep up in the top bunk.

      As if in answer to her question, a distant bang sounded. It echoed through the hall outside and a small stream of dirt trickled from the ceiling above. Zelda sat up in bed and her brow furrowed.

      Agreed, Kaiden thought, watching her expression. That was a new sound. And loud.

      “Valence doing some renovations?” Kaiden asked, then moved toward the front of the room and leaned an ear against the door.

      Several more bangs followed the first, quieter but far greater in number. First one, then a dozen, then Kaiden lost count.

      “Sounds like... fireworks.”

      “Oh, hell.” Titus was moving now, rushing up to the door. Another burst of bangs echoed down the halls and he stopped short. “Those aren’t fireworks,” he said, eyes going wide. “Those are gunshots.”

      Gunshots? Kaiden heard the word, but his mind didn’t seem able to process it.

      Gunshots! And then it did, all at once. A surge of adrenaline rushed through his veins and then he needed to move, to run. Somewhere. Anywhere. Anywhere but the room they were trapped in.

      “Guards!” Kaiden called, pounding his fist against their door. “Let us out!”

      “It has to be the Party,” Zelda said, rushing up beside him and pulling fruitlessly on the door’s handle. “They’ve found the base.”

      We’re trapped in here. If we don’t get out, the Party will find us. And then... He refused to think of what would happen then.

      Stomping boots and shouted cries echoed from the hallway. A group of men running past, it sounded like.

      “Guards, damn it!” Kaiden continued to pound on the door. “You have to let us out!”

      As it happened, though, they didn’t. No one responded to his calls for help. The men outside continued past and the gunshots drew closer in a mad frenzy. They’d really picked up pace now. A full-on firefight had to be happening out there.

      “Step aside,” Titus said, then rushed the door. Leaping into the air, he threw his shoulder forward and slammed into it. The door clanked and shook on its hinges, but the lock did nothing more than rattle in place.

      “Keep it clear,” Titus said, waving them further away as he pulled himself up, then threw himself at it again.

      “You’re going to hurt yourself,” Kaiden said, grabbing to stop him from charging a third time. He’d made no headway, but already his breath was heavy and his eyes were wide with pain.

      The big man shook him off and readied to go again.

      “We have to get out,” he said.

      “You’re going to seriously hurt yourself,” Zelda said, stepping in front of him.

      “And what do you think the Party’s going to do to us?”

      Well, he’s got a point there.

      “There has to be another way out,” Zelda said, looking around the room. “Something…”

      “You work on that, I’ll try to get someone’s attention. The door unlocks from the outside,” Kaiden said, moving back toward the door. Someone has to remember we’re here.

      More gunshots, right outside this time. Kaiden stopped mid-step, then backed away from the door slowly.

      “Oh, hell.” Suddenly, attracting attention didn’t seem like such a good idea. As quick as they’d started, the gunshots in the hall outside stopped. More boots shuffled past. A sinking feeling filled Kaiden’s stomach.

      The rebels retreated and left us here. They abandoned us, just like that...

      “Charges, here and here!” Someone called from the hall. Something heavy and metallic clanked against the door.

      “Hide!” Kaiden said, low and sharp, then grabbed Titus and pulled him into the maze of shelves. From the corner of his eye, he could see Zelda still scouring the room for any other exits.

      “Zelda!” he hissed and waved her over. “Hide, now!”

      She turned toward him, then sprinted in among the shelves.

      A flash of light burned in Kaiden’s vision as the door exploded inward. A shockwave buffeted his chest and his ears screamed with a high-pitched ringing.

      Smoke filled the entrance to the room.

      They’re here. Shit. They’re here.

      He wasn’t thinking so much as acting on instinct now. He grabbed Titus and retreated further into the shelves, toward the VR pods. There wasn’t any way out back there, but all he knew now was that it was further from the government forces coming to take them.

      They reached the pods at the same time Zelda did and ducked behind them.

      Why can’t I just reach in here and pull my hammer out, and my armor, too? He knew it was impossible, but anything sounded better than being imprisoned again.

      The smoke was clearing at the front of the room. Kaiden pressed himself lower behind his pod, but he couldn’t help but watch for what was going to happen next.

      A soldier stormed through first, a rifle tucked high and tight in his arms. He rushed into the room, swinging side to side and checking the space for rebels.

      No one here, Kaiden said internally. No one here. No reason to look closer.

      But apparently, there was.

      Another soldier followed, then a third.

      “We have to rush them,” Titus whispered. “We can catch them by surprise, take their guns…”

      Before he could even finish the mad plan, another person entered the room.

      A woman, this time. Kaiden recognized her instantly, even without her armor. He half-expected a name tag to appear above her head.

      Thorne.

      It was Captain Thorne, in the flesh.

      If she’s here, they’re looking for us, Kaiden realized. They’re not just attacking the base, they’re searching for us specifically.

      He looked around the small space they were hiding in. Shelves on two sides and concrete walls on the other two. The only cover was the pods they were behind and that was it. Nothing else. Not even something they could use as a weapon.

      They’re searching for us and they’ve found us. The thought hit him and he sighed. There was nowhere else to run. That left only one option: they had to fight. He balled one hand into a fist.

      “All right, Titus. How are we going to do this?” he said, turning to the big man. Except he wasn’t there. Someone else was.

      “Merrick?” Kaiden felt his eyes go wide and he near stumbled back in surprise.

      “Shhhh!” The guard had a finger to his lips. “Quiet, and follow me,” he said, then disappeared into the floor. But no, not the floor; a hole in the floor, Kaiden realized.

      Most of the room was laid with concrete, but the pods rested on metal of some sort. And now that he looked closer, he realized there was a hatch in the middle. Zelda and Titus were already down inside. He could just make out their shapes, crouching in the darkness below. They barely fit into the space.

      “C’mon,” Merrick said, then retreated back down into the hatch.

      “Search the room, every bit of it,” Thorne shouted from behind. Boots clunked on concrete but Kaiden didn’t stop to listen. He rushed forward on his hands and knees. As he did, his foot kicked something on the floor. It clattered away, and behind him, one of the soldiers shouted. Kaiden didn’t stop, but instead threw himself headfirst into the hatch.

      He landed on Titus, breaking his fall, but it wasn't far down. No more than three feet or so.

      Merrick yanked the hatch closed. It locked with a click and then they were in complete darkness.

      There was a soft crack and an eerie yellow light filled the space. A glow stick. Merrick tossed it to him.

      He cracked two more and handed them out.

      “Electrical access tunnel,” Merrick explained. Kaiden took a moment to look around them. Sure enough, the tunnel headed off in both directions, fading away into darkness.

      “The base is loaded with these things,” Merrick continued. “We use them to shield our power signature from flyover scans. They keep us hidden. Or did.” He frowned. “Either way, follow me. We gotta get y’all out of here,” he said, then began to crouch-walk into the darkness ahead.

      Kaiden took a moment to breathe a sigh of relief and collect himself.

      Not out of this yet, he reminded himself.

      Footsteps clunked on to the hatch above and someone pulled on it. It clanked, but held firm.

      “Go!” Zelda urged him and he did, moving forward as quickly as he could in the cramped space.
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        * * *

      

      “What happened?” Zelda asked Merrick several minutes later when they’d moved far enough away that the sounds of the fighting had gone quiet.

      “Ragnussen happened,” Merrick said, then cursed. “He riled up enough people to force a vote. The majority of our boys wanted to launch an attack, to ‘show the Party what we can do.’ Valence fought the idea, but Ragnussen had the majority. The idiot attacked the senate house downtown.” Merrick cursed again. “But the Party was expecting it. Our boys were slaughtered. By the time we got news, our front door had already been blown in.”

      “No,” Zelda whispered the word, but it sounded like she hadn’t meant to. Like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Valence would never let things get this far. I mean, she shouldn’t have... I trusted her.”

      “She did the best she could,” Merrick said.

      “It wasn’t good enough!” Zelda snapped back. “What the hell are any of us supposed to do now? Bernstein’s data has the power to bring down the Party, but we can’t find it if we’re in a government prison. Or worse.”

      This just keeps getting better and better. Kaiden let out a curse himself.

      “This is why Bernstein didn’t trust the rebels,” he said without thinking. But it made sense. He’d often wondered why Bernstein had undertaken this whole thing alone. Well, here was an answer, clear as day. Somehow, Bernstein had foreseen this. Or expected it would happen. Maybe not exactly like this, but he’d known the rebels weren’t the answer.

      Nonetheless, Kaiden, Titus, and Zelda would still be locked in prison were it not for them. The rebels did deserve some credit for that. Not that it much mattered now. They still weren’t safe. Not by a long shot.

      “What next?” Kaiden asked, doing his best to think ahead. “What do we do?”

      “We scatter,” Merrick said from up front, still leading them through the tunnel. “Escape, go into hiding, and regroup when we can. There’s another branch of the rebels in the next city over. Maybe we can make our way to them in time.”

      A gunshot rang out from above and they all froze. Nothing else happened for some time, so Merrick continued forward.

      “This tunnel leads to the generator room for the base. The fighting’s moved beyond it and there’s a hidden emergency escape route near there. I’ve two guards waiting for us. With any luck, we can slip past the Party while they’re distracted fighting what’s left of our boys.”

      “You’re not helping the others?” Kaiden asked. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, thank you for coming for us, but what about the rest of the rebels?”

      “They’re not as important as you three,” Merrick grunted, moving through the darkness. “The others don’t understand, but what you’re chasing in Nova, that’s important. That could weigh the scales in our favor. Ragnussen thought violence was the way to beat the Party. Well, we tried his way and this is where it’s gotten us. No, we can’t win this through brute force. We have to expose the Party’s wrongdoings.”

      Oh, man. Kaiden had known that, had been telling it to himself for a while now, but it was the first time someone who wasn’t the three of them had openly admitted it. In was comforting, for a moment, until the burden of that responsibility settled on to him. It was like a great weight pressing down on him. He did his best to shake away the concern.

      “We won’t let you down,” he told Merrick. “I promise.”

      “Well, first I have to get you out of here. Then we can worry about all that, eh? This tunnel won’t stay safe forever. We have to disappear before the fighting’s done and the Party begins doing a proper sweep of this place.”

      They crouch-walked, then crawled when their thighs were too tired, for what seemed half an hour. The tunnel was crowded and stuffy. Kaiden was soaked in sweat when, finally, a light appeared ahead of them. Merrick hurried toward it and they burst from the tunnel and into the generator room.

      It was a crowded space, full of electrical cables, a dozen or so generators, and all manner of spare parts and pieces.

      “Took you long enough,” one of the guards said, helping them to their feet. “We were starting to think you’d been caught.” She had a rifle slung across her back while her partner carried a handgun.

      “Not caught yet,” Merrick said and flashed a smile, then walked toward the door. He opened it a crack, then peeked outside. A moment later he waved them forward.

      “No time to waste. Let’s move.”

      Kaiden fell in behind Titus as the whole group eased out into the hall. Merrick and his guards led them through the devastation.

      The fighting had clearly been intense. Bullet holes littered the walls where they’d torn great chunks of concrete free. Fire had scorched the ground black in places and bodies lay scattered every few paces. Kaiden did his best not to look at them. The damage from the fighting reminded him of more than one experience in Nova, except this time, it was real.

      Every so often gunshots echoed through the base, but for the most part, things had quieted down. Or the fighting had moved too far along for them to hear it anymore. Either way, Kaiden was glad for it as they moved through the wrecked halls without running into anyone.

      He kept expecting to be caught at any moment. Would the Party even try to arrest them? Or would they be mistaken for combatants and gunned down without any warning?

      Every corner they turned he tensed himself to run, to dive for cover. But no gunshots rang out. The halls seemed entirely deserted.

      “All right,” Merrick said, pausing just before a T-shaped intersection. A few steps ahead and to the left, the hallway continued off into the distance. Straight ahead, across the intersection, it ran for several paces then ended in a concrete wall.

      “That’s our way out.” Merrick nodded at the wall.

      “That? That’s a dead end,” Titus said.

      “Yeah, ‘bout that.” Merrick pulled a handheld terminal from his pocket and tapped a sequence into a digital keypad on its screen. As he hit the last number, the screen flashed red.

      Several small explosions detonated in the wall in the vague shape of a circle. The concrete crumbled away to reveal a doorway leading into a previously closed-off room. Just inside the room, a staircase rose up and out of sight.

      “That’s our way out.” He held up his terminal again. “Once we’re in, I’ll activate the second trigger. That’ll bring down this entire wing of the base. No way for the Party to follow us then.”

      “That... seems excessive,” Kaiden said, frowning at the walls and ceiling. Was the whole placed rigged with explosives?

      “The Party can hack pretty much any tech we have. And their scanners pick up on electrical activity. But these explosives use radio signals and so little power they’re almost invisible on scans. The Party can hack doors, they can break locks. But this is a door they can’t hack. And once we close it behind us,” he smacked his hands together. “Well, it’ll be a while before it opens again.”

      “I’m not sure I want to see that ‘door’ close,” Zelda said, shaking her head.

      “All right, all right. Enough chit-chat.” Merrick peeked around the corner, checking the intersection was clear. “Get across. We’ll keep you covered.” As he spoke, he gestured to the guards. They poked their guns around the corner and held their position.

      “Three... two... now!” Kaiden sprinted forward. Zelda and Titus followed. The moment he left the cover of the hallway and moved into the intersection he was sure he was going to be gunned down. But nothing happened. No shots rang out. He covered the five steps of the empty space, then reached the other hallway and slid to a stop. Safe.

      Zelda and Titus did the same.

      “Now you!” Kaiden called back, waving Merrick over.

      “You heard him,” he said, waving his guards past. “Go!”

      Gunfire rang out before they had a chance to move.

      “Shit!” Kaiden threw himself to the ground. The shots were so loud he couldn’t tell where they were coming from. Painful, pounding echoes banged around inside his skull, scrambling any sense of direction. Tearing, whizzing sounds rushed through the air above him, so close he could feel the air shake in their passing.

      One of the guards cried out, then collapsed. One last bullet rang out with a painful echo.

      “Move and we shoot again!” a voice shouted.

      The second guard froze, then raised her hands into the air.

      In the brief reprieve, Kaiden was able to make out the form of government soldiers. They hadn’t come from the hallway Merrick had been worried about, but from behind. From the route they’d all just traversed from the generator room.

      “Put down your weapon!” the soldier shouted again.

      The guard who was caught in the open dropped her gun and stood still.

      “We don’t need any more prisoners,” one of the soldiers said.

      Wait, what?

      “Of course, sir.”

      Kaiden had just managed to process what was being said when the soldiers opened fire again. Both guards went down in a hail of bullets.

      Kaiden pressed himself into the corner where the floor met the wall, trying to hide behind a stray chunk of concrete. He kicked and fought with his feet, squeezing himself as flat as possible, sure any moment he was going to die.

      But he didn’t. The gunfire ceased and, panting, he checked himself.

      Still in one piece.

      Zelda was behind him, and Titus, too. A quick glance told him neither were hit.

      He turned back to the hallway to see the government soldiers were approaching. Merrick had managed to slip into the intersection in the chaos. He was pressed up against the wall, tucked out of sight of the approaching soldiers.

      His and Kaiden’s eyes met and he raised a hand. He had something in it. A ball? No, a grenade, Kaiden realized.

      Merrick raised his other hand and put out all five fingers. He retracted his hand, then moved it back into place, but now with only four fingers up. Then he repeated the movement, but with three fingers.

      He’s counting down.

      Kaiden looked over his shoulder, back to the room with the staircase. It was six paces away from them.

      We can make it.

      Two fingers.

      One.

      Merrick slung an arm around the corner and flung the grenade toward the soldiers.

      “Go!” Kaiden shouted, then jumped to his feet. The grenade detonated, setting his ears to ringing again, but he pulled Zelda and Titus up and sprinted toward the staircase.

      The explosion bought them three paces before the soldiers started shooting again.

      Bullets hissed and whizzed past, or exploded against the walls in showers of concrete. Kaiden couldn’t do anything but run. He passed through the doorway and flung himself to the side, out of the line of fire. Zelda rushed into safety, so Kaiden grabbed Titus and pulled him behind cover.

      The bullets continued to whizz into the room, but only through the doorway. Pressed against the walls of the room, they were safe.

      Kaiden patted himself down again.

      No holes. Somehow.

      Someone groaned in the hallway and he froze.

      Merrick!

      He leaned, peering out of the doorway and down the hallway.

      Merrick was on the ground, lying behind the bodies of his guards and clutching at his chest. Blood was spreading through his shirt. Behind him, the soldiers were advancing again.

      “Go!” Merrick yelled, pain clear in his voice. “Get out of here.”

      “What about you?” Kaiden shouted.

      The soldiers fired again, aiming for Kaiden now. He pulled his head back as bullets whizzed into the room.

      “I’m going to close the door,” Merrick shouted above the gunfire.

      What? No! It’ll kill him.

      “Kaiden,” Zelda had him by the arm. “We have to go.”

      “We can’t leave Merrick!”

      “And we can’t save him, either.”

      What was she saying? He’d been the only guard to treat them well. And more, he’d come back to save them when the attack had begun. They wouldn’t have made it this far without him. They couldn’t just leave him.

      “Listen to her,” Merrick shouted, then coughed.

      Kaiden stole one more look down the hallway. The soldiers were almost on Merrick, but he was intent on his handheld terminal. Moving slow, head lulling to one side, he tapped at its screen.

      “Door’s closing. Y’all get on, now,” Merrick said, then tapped one final button.

      Small explosions like before echoed up and down the hallway.

      “No!”

      Kaiden reached out to Merrick, as if that would stop the explosions. As if it would stop the falling concrete. As if it would stop the entire hallway being buried in an avalanche of concrete and rebar and smoke.

      The whole of the base shook and then more explosions went off.

      “Kaiden,” Zelda said, pulling him up the stairs. “Kai!”

      “Damn it, dude.” Titus wrapped one massive arm around him, then yanked him up the stairs. “We have to go.”

      The ground shook, dirt rained from above, and explosions echoed throughout the base. The room they were in held firm, though, as they hurried up the stairs.

      The base was still exploding a minute and several stories later when they reached a nondescript iron door. Passing through it, they entered into a long, dark hallway with no apparent end in sight.

      “Run,” Zelda said, and they did. They ran and ran for what felt like hours as the sounds of the chaos behind them slowly faded, then quieted all together. Even then, they ran.
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      “So.”

      One word. It was all Kaiden could do to get it out. And yet, from the looks on Zelda and Titus’ faces, it seemed to convey enough.

      What the hell just happened? How did we make it out? What do we do next?

      The seemingly endless hallway at the top of the stairs had eventually led to the surface an unknown distance away from the base. How long they'd spent running through that darkness was hard to tell. Now, however, they were hiding in a back alley which opened on to a side street in one of the commercial districts on the edge of town. They’d run for a time, putting as much distance between themselves and the base as possible, until it had drawn too much attention from passersby and they were forced into an agonizingly slow walk.

      Kaiden had vaguely recognized the district they’d been in, but not enough to lead them anywhere. Zelda seemed to know where she was going and had eventually led them to a decently private courtyard at the intersection of a couple of alleys.

      A hundred paces away, the world went on as usual. Hovercars zipped past, carrying businessmen to work, or kids to school. Pedestrians walked their dogs or enjoyed the morning air. But here, in the courtyard, Kaiden felt a million miles removed from all of that. He’d just witnessed a massacre. And watched a man – a good and brave man – sacrifice himself so they could escape.

      How did he process that? How did anyone? This wasn’t a game. There were no respawns in real life. None of the people who had died today were coming back in a week.

      A hovercar zipped over the buildings lining the courtyard, well outside of the legal travel lanes. Kaiden and the others ducked for cover. It kept on going, though, and moments later, the flashing lights and howling sirens of a police cruiser passed by in pursuit. They stayed hidden for several long moments, until they were sure it was pursuing the out-of-lane hover car and not searching for them.

      Titus shook his head.

      “That, uh, that was some shit,” he said, then trailed off as if at a loss for words.

      Kaiden couldn’t blame him. He felt the same himself.

      “We need somewhere to rest for a bit. Gather our thoughts, maybe get a bite to eat,” Zelda said, collecting herself long enough to lay out a plan. “I used to live near here. There’s a restaurant a few blocks away I always used to eat at.”

      “We don’t have any money,” Kaiden said, patting the pocket of the hand-me-down pants the rebels had provided. As scratchy and ill-fitting as they were, at present they were far preferable to the bloody prison uniforms they’d replaced.

      “I had a tab at the restaurant.” Zelda moved to leave the courtyard, then waved them after her. “Come on. It’s a quaint place, but it’ll at least get us off the street.”

      He couldn’t argue with that point. Odds were the average citizen wouldn’t recognize them as escaped convicts, but a passing officer might. Probably it was better to recoup indoors than to hang out in some back alley. And now that he thought about it, he was hungry.
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      “Lucky Chen’s 24/7 Palace,” Titus read as they approached the restaurant. Nestled halfway down a back alley and occupying part of the ground floor of the fifty-story skyscraper above, it was a tiny place, but cozy. Better yet, it wasn’t directly on the street, so it was somewhat private.

      “I always used to come here to study for exams,” Zelda explained, holding the door open for them. Not an automatic door, Kaiden noticed, but an old mechanical one.

      Interesting. Don’t see many of those around these days, Kaiden thought as he passed inside.

      The interior was just as humble, several tables and booths scattered throughout the room and a stainless-steel cooking counter with a couple pots and woks spewing steam up into a fan-powered kitchen hood. Soft lights with translucent covers filled the space with tones of orange and red, while the music of some sort of stringed instrument played a calming, almost meditative tune through a series of hidden speakers.

      There were no windows, but wall-sized video screens simulated natural light by playing a constant loop of countryside scenes. First an old-time farmer, walking the length of a field beside his horse. Then a cherry blossom tree, the occasional petal breaking free to float away on the wind. All the better, Kaiden thought. No windows meant no one could peer in from outside.

      “Ms. Sato,” an old man said, standing above one of the woks. Dressed in a cook’s uniform complete with an apron, he gave a slight bow of his head. “Studying with friends today?”

      “Something like that,” Zelda said, then forced a smile and returned a slight nod.

      The cook returned the smile.

      A woman of a similar age stepped up beside him. She gestured to the dining area.

      “Looks like your spot’s open.”

      Two couples were dining at tables, but the rear corner of the room was empty. A booth was tucked away there, half in shadow, and with a good view of the entrance.

      “Three of the usual, please,” Zelda said, then paused. She looked at Titus. “Make that four, actually.”

      The cook and his apparent wife laughed, then set about preparing the food.

      As Kaiden eased into his seat at the booth, he noticed a monitor across the room. Its volume had been muted, but closed captioning was on and the screen was showing images of billowing smoke coming up from a warehouse.

      ‘Residents spoke of gunfire and explosions in what was previously a quiet, suburban neighborhood on the edge of town,’ Kaiden read, following the closed captioning. ‘Government reports are now confirming that what was thought to be a gas leak was actually a thwarted terrorist attack. Police and special forces engaged the terrorists in a complex tunnel system below the area and stopped explosives from being detonated below a nearby school and hospital. A Party press conference is expected shortly to report on the valorous actions of today’s heroes.’

      “Check the news,” Kaiden said, nudging Titus and Zelda.

      They both looked up.

      “Man.” Titus shook his head as images of a smoking crater played on-screen. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Part of me didn’t want to believe it had happened, you know? Like it was some bad dream.”

      “It did, though,” Zelda said. Her features were stern as she spoke. “And we’re all going to have to come to terms with that. The rebels messed up. They were supposed to help us bring down the Party, but now they’re dead or scattered.” She swallowed hard and for a moment it seemed her resolve would break. As if she was convincing herself as much as them. She blinked away any indication of uncertainty. “We’re on our own now, but we still have to finish this. We have to find Bernstein’s data.”

      “Right, right,” Kaiden agreed. Zelda’s resolve was comforting. With his thoughts spinning out of control and the occasional adrenaline spike still hijacking his system, Kaiden needed something solid to latch on to. Maybe Zelda’s confidence was unfounded. Maybe they faced impossible odds now, tackling this thing on their own. But giving in to that thought wasn’t going to get them anywhere. No, they needed something solid. Something to believe in.

      We need to believe in our mission, Kaiden realized. Our mission, and ourselves. Even if not for our own sakes. Merrick had believed in them. Had abandoned his comrades to save them, then given his life to make sure they escaped. He’d believed, to his last breath, that they were the only ones who could find Bernstein’s data and use it to bring down the Party. And he hadn’t been the only one killed or captured. Dozens of other rebels, Valence possibly among them, not to mention everyone else who had suffered under the Party. People like himself, people like Bernstein.

      People have died for this cause. People have died for us. What was proving his innocence compared to that? The thought resounded in his head and then he found he couldn’t deny it. They had to succeed, and for more than just their own sakes.

      “We can still do this,” Kaiden said, sure they could, but not yet seeing how. There has to be a way. But how? “The first things we need are safety and a way to get into Nova. Do we even have somewhere to go that has that? My house is certainly being watched and I don’t have any family nearby. Not to mention we couldn’t go to them if I did. I’m sure they’re being watched too.”

      “Shit.” Titus scowled. “I was going to find my brother, my family. Make sure they are okay, but…” He sighed. “Damn it, you’re right. There has to be another way to get them a message. If we can get hold of a handheld terminal, I could call them, but no, that wouldn’t work. I’m sure the Party is monitoring…” He trailed off in thought.

      Zelda watched him for a moment, then took a deep breath.

      “I haven’t had contact with my family since before prison.” She tried to hide it, but Kaiden could see pain in her eyes as she spoke. “I didn’t tell them about any of this. It was the best way to protect them. For all they know, I’m guilty and deserve to be locked up. Until this is all done and I can show them otherwise, at least.”

      “We can’t access any of our bank accounts without drawing attention, and without money, we don’t have many options,” Kaiden said, running through any plan he could think of. As hard as he tried, though, he couldn’t come up with anything. They were broke, they were fugitives, and they were trying to take down the entire government. Not exactly an easy situation.

      “I have an idea,” Titus said. He’d been quiet for a while, and now that he spoke, his voice was low. So low that, even sitting next to him, Kaiden could barely hear him.

      “Say again?” Zelda asked.

      Titus cleared his throat, looking up at her, then over to Kaiden.

      “I know where we can get money, protection, and maybe even some VR pods.”

      “You’re kidding, right? Why didn’t you say something so—”

      “But you’re not going to like it.”

      Kaiden paused.

      Beggars can’t be choosers, right?

      “I mean, we don’t have too many options here, dude.” He shrugged. “If you have somewhere we can go, tell us.”

      Titus opened his mouth to speak, but Zelda cut him off.

      “King Street,” she said and Titus nodded.

      King Street? Like the King Street Gang?

      “Hold up,” Kaiden said, looking to Titus. “You mean your old gang? The gang that’s going after your brother and family?”

      “The boss owes me,” Titus said. “I never told you why I was in jail.”

      “I assumed it was from the boxing incident,” Kaiden said, thinking back on the unfortunate story Titus had told them about the time he’d accidentally killed his opponent in a back-alley bare-knuckle match.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “There are risks to bare-knuckle. Every competitor knows that, and no one was forced into it – other than to earn enough money to eat. But no. Everyone’s hush-hush about matches, whether they want to be or not. They make far too much money for the gangs to let the Party go shutting them down.

      “I went to jail for a firearm offense,” he continued. “Illegal possession. Only, it wasn’t mine. They found it in my boss’s car. I was with him, so I took the fall for it. I thought maybe it would help my brother. Apparently, I was wrong.”

      “So let me get this straight,” Zelda said, leaning back and crossing her arms. “You take the fall for your boss – the same boss who’s now hunting your brother – and now that you’re an escaped fugitive and suspected rebel collaborator, you think you – no, we – can just waltz up to him and ask for help?”

      Titus shrugged.

      “He might be a criminal, but the boss isn’t that bad of a guy. He’s reasonable and, in his own way, honorable. He certainly does more for the poor than the politicians do, I’ll tell you that. I took the fall for him, as was expected. But no one would do that if they didn’t know the boss would repay them for doing so.”

      “‘Honor among thieves, is it? Until there’s a reward for turning us in,” Zelda said. “Which I don’t doubt there is.”

      “The boss owes me. It’s simple as that. When you make your money outside the law, your reputation is everything.”

      Zelda stared at him for a long moment.

      “Look,” Kaiden said, interrupting the two. “We’re low on options as it is. Titus,” he turned to the big man, “you think the King Street boys can hide us and get us back into Nova?”

      He nodded.

      In response, Kaiden shrugged.

      “So be it. Then I agree with Titus. We should go for it. If he thinks it’ll work, I trust him.”

      Zelda groaned.

      “Look, after everything we’ve been through, I trust you, Titus. It’s the rest of the King Street Gang I don’t trust.”

      Titus looked down at the table and ran his finger over the ornate pattern behind its glass top for a moment. When he looked up again, his voice was soft, but firm.

      “We tried your way, Zelda. It’s time to try mine.”

      She fumed at that, but, amazingly, didn’t protest.

      “Fine.” She exhaled and seemed to deflate. “I don’t have any better ideas.”

      “Ahem.”

      Their heads turned in unison. The chef’s wife was standing over them, steaming plates of food in hand.

      “The usual,” she said, setting it down in front of Zelda. “And another.” She placed a plate of noodles, rice, and chicken in front of Kaiden. “And two more.” She gave the last two to Titus.

      “Thank you,” Zelda said, averting her eyes.

      “So many friends. You’re getting popular,” the old woman said, staring at Zelda. For the briefest of moments, her eyes flicked toward the monitor across the room. Kaiden wasn’t sure if he’d even actually the seen the movement, or just imagined it. Nonetheless, he looked over to the monitor.

      Oh, shit.

      The news had changed from showing video of the destroyed base to a line-up of mugshots. Valence and some of the other rebels were pictured, but above them all, their pictures displayed the largest, were Zelda, Titus, and himself.

      Kaiden swallowed hard as he read the words on the monitor.

      Wanted. Believed to be armed and dangerous. Reward for information leading to capture.

      Kaiden swallowed again as he brought his eyes back to the old woman.

      “Popular or not,” she said, touching Zelda lightly on the shoulder. “You’re always welcome at Chen’s. Enjoy your food, and,” she inclined her head ever so slightly, “be safe. I hear those exams can be tough.”

      “Oh, uh, of course. Thank you,” Zelda said. She held the woman’s gaze a moment, then gave another nod to the old man at the stove. “Thank you,” she said again.

      The old woman smiled, then returned to the counter.
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      Without any money, there was no choice but to walk to King Street. Thankfully, the advent of hovercars had raised most traffic off the streets, allowing pedestrians full use of the now abandoned roadways. As such, most of those traveling on foot stuck to the roads, leaving the back alleys and smaller sidewalks mostly abandoned. It was an infrastructure problem the government had yet to solve, but for the time being, it worked in their favor.

      Titus led them through an increasingly confusing labyrinth of back alleys and disused paths. There were fewer cameras there and less chance of being recognized. Even still, every so often Titus would stop the group, nod to a newly installed camera, then direct them around it, doing their best to skirt its field of view.

      To Kaiden, it felt like the first time he’d logged into Nova as a free – though wanted – warden. Everyone was a threat. Anyone could recognize them and alert the authorities. The only difference was, this time, they were in the real world. Being shackled in-game was bad, but being caught in the real world would be infinitely worse.

      Thankfully, it was an uneventful, if sweaty and tiring, walk to King Street. The neighborhoods around them changed from suburban, full of houses and community markets, to industrial, with row after row of warehouses and factories. Eventually, they reached the fringes of downtown, with its towering skyscrapers and clogged traffic lanes. There, they diverted back away from town and headed into another industrial district.

      They arrived on King Street just as the sun was beginning to set on the horizon.

      “We’re here,” Titus said, stopping at the exit of their alley. Ahead of them, three roads came together in a T intersection, except what would have been the top bar of the T was bent up and away in a long, slow curve. King Street, the signs named it.

      Crouched up against King Street were a series of buildings. Warehouses, definitely, but other types as well. Some appeared to be apartments; others, garages. At the center of them all, right along the edge of the street, stood the tallest building of the bunch. Only six stories tall, it was dwarfed by the hundred-story skyscrapers at the city center, but still stood twice the height of the surrounding warehouses and such. Most of all, though, it was clean. Well taken care of, it appeared. A sign on the outside of it read ‘One King Street.’

      For this part of town, it was an impressive building. Where everything else was unpainted concrete and dust-tinted windows, One King Street was all polished glass and wide, crystal-clear windows. Well-swept terraces surrounded it on all sides, the concrete there decorated with fountains and greenery. Clearly, this was the nexus of the district. It looked, for all the world, like a respectable office building. With its height, it may as well have been a king, towering over its subjects.

      Businessmen and women dressed in fine clothes poured from the revolving doors at the front of the building, headed home for the day.

      “Not quite the crowd I expected,” Kaiden said, nodding toward them.

      “Most of the building is filled with legitimate businesses,” Titus explained, walking forward. “Helps make things look above board.”

      As they crossed the street, he pointed up to the top of the building.

      “The top floor belongs to the boss and upper management.”

      They started toward the revolving doors, but Titus turned at the last minute and led them to a less used and slightly hidden side entrance.

      A camera watched as Titus pushed a pin code into the door. It opened with a click, then retracted into the doorframe. Titus led them into a tight hallway which eventually opened to the back corner of what appeared to be the building's main lobby.

      Overhead, the ceiling was a good two stories up. Combined with walls made almost entirely of windows, the lobby looked more like an atrium.

      All in all, the space was quite nice, but Titus ignored it, cutting through the crowds and heading toward a receptionist's desk. Kaiden swallowed hard as he noticed a small security station was attached to it.

      “Joan,” Titus said by way of greeting as he leaned up against the desk. “Kids still doing well in school?”

      The receptionist – Joan, apparently – looked up from her work, then smiled.

      “Titus. It’s been too long,” she said, patting his arm. “I saw you on the news. Good to see you’re home.”

      “Yeah, something like that,” he said, then nodded up toward the distant ceiling. “Let them know I’m here?”

      “Already done.” She smiled.

      Kaiden stood awkwardly behind the big man, fidgeting and unsure what to do with himself as the receptionist made more small talk. Beside him, Zelda had her arms crossed and a scowl painted on her face.

      “Not, uh, quite what I expected,” Kaiden said, gesturing to the thoroughly modern building around them.

      “Don’t let it deceive you,” Zelda said, frowning all the deeper. “Even the legitimate businesses in here know who runs the place. No one here is innocent of that fact. In a way, they’re all collaborators with criminals.”

      Kaiden looked to the smiling receptionist, eagerly showing Titus the most recent photos of her children. She certainly didn’t look like a criminal. Nor did the business people – who had finally slowed to a trickle – on their way home for the evening. For all the world, there was nothing to show this was anything more than your average boring workplace.

      Across the lobby, an elevator dinged. The sound caught Kaiden’s ears and he turned to face it as the doors opened. A group of five men with easy-going smiles stepped out. They were dressed in finely tailored suits complete with recently shined shoes, and chatted idly among each other as they walked. Despite their nice clothes, Kaiden found it impossible to miss the tattoos plastered across their skin. Similar to Titus’, he realized, comparing theirs and the big man’s in real time.

      “Good talking with you again,” Titus said, patting the receptionist’s desk, then waved Kaiden and Zelda to follow. He turned toward the group of men in suits and nodded.

      “How’s it going?” he said.

      “Well, if it isn’t everyone’s favorite chauffeur!” the foremost of the group said, then burst into a smile that was bordering on being a smirk. “Weren’t you locked up for something?”

      Kaiden noticed Titus tense at the words, as if he was preparing to punch the man. Instead, the moment passed and Titus relaxed.

      “I’ve a meeting with the boss,” he said.

      “Oh, do you?” the foremost laughed. “Got hopes of climbing the ladder? Moving up to a management position, eh?” He could hardly finish the sentence he was laughing so hard. The others joined in, chortling like a group of schoolboys. Large, well-dressed, muscular schoolboys. Their nice clothes weren’t fooling anyone.

      “Just a pretty shell, hiding the ugliness beneath,” Zelda whispered, leaning in close.

      “You’ve always been a funny one, Hiram.” Titus gestured to Kaiden and Zelda. “But we don’t have time for whatever this is. We need to talk with the boss.”

      The man he’d called Hiram, the apparent leader of the group, grew serious.

      “How long were you in the clink again? It’s after five, you know the boss is off for the night. Not that he cares to see you anyway.”

      “This is important, Hiram.”

      “Yeah, yeah. That thing about you being a wanted fugitive and all that, right?” He shook his head. “That’s no big deal. It can wait until morning.”

      Titus made to speak, but Hiram waved the response away.

      “Rules are rules, after all. But here, let me show you to your room. We’ve a nice apartment set aside for guests. Newly refurbished. Or scheduled to be, once they finish getting all the mold out.”

      Mold? Well, this is getting better and better. Kaiden shot Zelda a questioning look. She shrugged in response.

      “These would be your accomplices, then?” Hiram asked, stepping past Titus. He stared at them a minute, then huffed. “Better keep an eye on these two. Without you around, they’d be easy pickings in this district.

      “Your room’s this way.” He didn’t wait for a response, instead walking past them and heading back toward the revolving door. The other four men waited, making sure everyone followed.
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      Hiram led them out of the building, then off to the side and deeper into the complex of buildings lining King Street. As soon as they entered, the atmosphere changed. Before, the district had been thoroughly industrial. Almost looked like a scaled-down version of Boyd City, if he’d thought about it. Now, however, everything had changed.

      It wasn’t like there’d been one big change. No, it was subtler than that. Harder to notice. Like a dozen small things had changed all at once. The buildings stood a bit closer together and all seemed to lean outward a bit, as if looming over the street. The close-together rooftops meant less of the sky was visible which, combined with the fading light of the day, made everything just that much darker. Pedestrian traffic had slowed to a trickle in favor of tattooed men who seemed content to loiter in doorways and scowl.

      Those were the little things that had changed – a far cry from the building Titus had first led them in to. Then they turned a corner and Kaiden was left staring.

      In front of them was a small square, surrounded by several garages, an apartment building, and a long, low warehouse whose roof had half collapsed in. Teams of men worked with ion torches, tearing into a variety of hover cars in the garage, and some poor, unconscious man was in the process of being dragged into the warehouse. But neither of these sights were what had left Kaiden staring.

      At the center of the square, barbed-wire fencing had been strung from four fence posts in a violent, crude imitation of a boxing ring.

      Is that the ring Titus used to bare-knuckle box in? He never mentioned anything about barbed wire. Kaiden swallowed hard just imagining what would happen if one were to fall into that mess of rust-tipped spikes. Or be thrown into it, he thought, then shuddered.

      “Look at all this,” Zelda said, extending her arms. “Out in the open like there's nothing wrong happening." She huffed. "This is what happens when the Party goes corrupt. They’re being paid off and now the gangs have no fear of reprisal. They’re operating entirely without any fear of being punished.”

      She has a point there, Kaiden had to acknowledge. This is the stuff most people never see. Not when the Party don’t want it to be seen. So much for their 'cracking down on crime’ initiative.

      Titus responded to Zelda's frustration with a shrug, then leaned in close.

      “Stay close and keep your voice down. It’s a rough sort around here.”

      “Yeah, close seems good,” Kaiden said, then consciously moved a step nearer to Zelda and Titus. They were still surrounded on all sides by Hiram’s suited friends and, if Kaiden was being honest with himself, that didn’t make him feel much better. He still wasn’t sure who he was more worried about, the denizens of the square, or the ‘upper management’ who’d greeted them.

      “Ah, home, sweet home,” Hiram said, spreading his arms wide and gesturing to the square. “This is where our… less talented members work. You should feel right at home, Titus.”

      “I’ll take these folks over you suit-jockeys any day,” Titus said, then chuckled at his own comment. Either he was incredibly thick skinned, or just used to dealing with this sort of attitude from Hiram. Kaiden didn’t know which, but he had a pretty good idea it was the latter.

      “Mind that mouth of yours, big man. There’s a nice little bounty out on you and your friends, you know. It’d be a shame if someone were to claim it.”

      “I’d like to see you try,” Titus said, but Hiram only smirked.

      “Your room’s up here,” he said, then led them across the square and into the apartment building.

      It’d looked bad from the outside, all dirt-plastered concrete and broken windows. Inside, though, it was somehow even worse. The hall lights flickered on and off, and when they did manage to stay on, it was only long enough to cast washed-out, green-tinted light that illuminated everything Kaiden didn’t want to see. He did his best to focus on Titus’ back as they navigated the hall and finally ended up outside a metal door.

      Hiram opened the door – another old-fashioned mechanical one – then gestured them in.

      “Once you get past the stench of the mold, it’s not so bad,” he said. “Oh, and try not to bother the neighbors. ‘Welcoming’ isn’t exactly how I’d describe them.” He flicked a switch on the wall and the room was filled with the same green light as the halls. At least it was constant, though. No flickering.

      Several sleeping bags were rolled and piled in one corner, but otherwise, the space was devoid of any furniture. A window was set into the far wall, though its glass was yellowed from who knew what. A great hole in the ceiling was edged with damp where a leak had apparently trickled through from above.

      All things considered, the room wasn’t that much worse than the one they’d occupied at the rebel base. In fact, it could even be considered an upgrade, Kaiden thought.

      “Wow, and it even comes with our own bathroom,” he said, leaning hard into his comfortable old sarcasm as his eyes fell across a closet-sized bathroom set into one wall.

      “Oh, this place is loaded with amenities,” Hiram said. “I’m sure you’ll feel right at home.” With that, he and his suited friends headed for the door.

      “The boss will see you when’s he ready. Until then, don’t get yourselves stabbed or anything,” he paused, then shrugged. “Or do. Doesn’t matter to me.” He slammed the door shut with a metal clang.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kaiden didn’t remember falling asleep, but at some point, he had. The light coming in through the yellow-glassed window told him it was morning. Well beyond morning, actually. Closer to noon.

      They’d spent the remainder of the previous night cleaning the apartment as thoroughly as possible. Mostly that’d consisted of pushing the trash and debris into a pile in the corner, then sweeping the floor with a spare sleeping bag. The final effect had been far from ideal, but better. After that, Titus had disappeared for a bit, then returned with fast food from somewhere nearby. When they’d finished eating, full stomachs had combined with exhaustion from the day to form a potent mix. They’d all passed out near instantly.

      The dank air of the room left Kaiden feeling sticky and wet from the moment he woke up. Working at the window, he managed to pry it half open, allowing a fresh breeze to flow in from outside. It actually improved the space a great deal.

      The noise of the day flowed in from the newly opened window and he sucked in a deep lungful of air. His assumption earlier about the time must have been correct, as above, the sun was approaching the middle of the sky. Nearly noon. And then a thought hit him.

      “Did we miss it?” he said, smoothing his shirt with his hands, then realizing just how dirty every part of him was. Between escaping the base and walking halfway across the city, he didn’t exactly look his best.

      “We didn’t miss nothing,” Titus said, from where he was lying atop his sleeping bag. “They haven’t even scheduled a meeting yet.”

      Kaiden frowned. “Why not?”

      “Everyone waits on the boss. Reminds people that he’s top dog around here.”

      “Top dog of what? All this?” Zelda asked, emerging from the bathroom. “That’s nothing to be proud of.”

      “You saw his place,” Kaiden said, nodding out the window to the shining glass windows of One King Street.

      “Run down or not, this place keeps us hidden from the Party,” Titus said.

      “Yeah, but for how long?” Zelda asked, turning to face him. “I mean, what are we even doing here?”

      “Like I just said, waiting for the boss.”

      “Great. While he takes his sweet time, I’ll just sit here and watch the mold grow across the ceiling.”

      “Maybe we can go out and get some food?” Kaiden suggested, attempting to defuse the potentially inflammatory situation. Even after last night’s fast food feast, he found he was hungry. They hadn’t exactly eaten well with the rebels.

      “Yeah, food sounds good,” Titus said, then rose from his sleeping bag. “I’ll get enough to last the day so we won’t have to go out again.”

      “With what money?” Zelda asked. “We’re broke.”

      At that, Titus smiled, then tapped a finger to the underlined Xs tattooed across his knuckles. “Around here, these are money. Gang members eat free, always.”

      “Well, at least the job comes with some perks,” Kaiden joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “The perk of stealing from hard-working, honest folks. Yeah, that’s lovely,” Zelda said, then shot him and Titus a disgusted look. “We should go back to Lucky Chen’s,” she said. “They’ll probably let us sleep in the basement. We could hole up there until we figure something else out.”

      “No,” Titus said, and his voice was resolute. “We stay here. At least until we see the boss.”

      “Why, you think he’s going to be happy to see you? You think he’s going to greet you any better than Hiram did?”

      Well, she has a point there, Kaiden thought. But then, that had been something of a theme of late, hadn’t it? The rebels hadn’t exactly welcomed them with open arms, and now, to no one’s surprise, neither had the King Street Gang.

      “Maybe the boss won’t be happy to see me. Probably, though, he won’t care,” Titus said, shrugging. “What matters is he owes me. And I’m going to milk that for everything it’s worth.” He crossed his arms and frowned at Zelda. “Unless you have a better idea?”

      She met his stare for a long moment, then finally sighed.

      “Whatever,” she said, then walked over to the window and gazed silently outside.

      “I’ll be back with food in a bit,” Titus said. “Keep the door locked and don’t open it for anyone but me.”

      “Right,” Kaiden said, nodding. “Anything you want us to do while you’re gone?”

      He’d meant like clean up more or try to build some semblance of furniture out of the trash heaped in the corner. Titus looked at him, then at the room, then back to him.

      “You can wait,” he said, then turned and left.
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      Day three locked out of Nova, and finally they were set to meet the boss. Apparently, he was a busy man. Or apparently, he just liked to make people wait on him. Kaiden wasn’t sure which it was. Maybe both?

      They’d spent their time so far lying around the apartment, watching the comings and goings of the denizens in the courtyard, and discussing what they were going to do next.

      In Nova and in the real world. Where could they go? They were fugitives and cut off from the rebels.

      They’d come up with some answers on their own, and maybe something approaching a plan, but everything really depended on their meeting with the boss. Like it or not, they were in his world now. A fact that had become all the more apparent as Hiram led them back to One King Street, in through a back entrance, and into an elevator. They rode it up to the top floor of the building.

      The elevator doors chimed, then opened on to what appeared to be a usual office building floor. Desks and cubicles, and employees – or gang members? Kaiden still wasn’t clear which – talking into headsets while typing on computers. Compared to their dark and dank apartment, the space was positively pleasant.

      “The boss doesn’t like to waste time,” Hiram explained, leading them out of the elevator and across the floor. “He’s a busy man, so make sure you get straight to the point.”

      Titus nodded. “I’ll make sure not to waste his time with a tearful reunion.”

      Hiram laughed at that, but Kaiden frowned.

      Exactly what sort of relationship had Titus and the boss shared? He racked his memory, running over everything Titus had told him about his time with the King Street boys. Kaiden knew he’d only joined up to work off his brother’s debt, so certainly Titus hadn’t wanted to work for the boss. But when the boss had been caught with an illegal firearm in his car, Titus had taken the fall for him. Was that out of loyalty? Had he felt he’d had to do that? Or was it something more? Had he been hoping to curry favor? Kaiden played the options back and forth in his head endlessly as they walked

      Hiram led them through the working space, then toward the corner of the floor. Early morning light flowed in from a wall of windows, and outside the city bustled with activity. Hovercars filled the sky lanes, stacked several rows up and down, while magnetic levitation commuter rail sped along, just above the streets.

      “All right, here we are.” Hiram came to a stop outside a corner office. Its glass was tinted and cloudy, just transparent enough to provide the suggestion of what was inside.

      This is it? He’d expected some grand penthouse of an office. Instead, it appeared the boss used a regular old corner office. Better than the employee-gang members trapped in the cubicle farm, maybe, but still a bit, well, unexceptional.

      “You all be on your best behavior,” Hiram said, looking stern. “The boss can be a terrible enemy or your greatest ally. The choice is yours.” With that, he rapped on the glass door. A green light flashed along its edges, then it retracted into the ceiling. “In you go.”

      Titus stepped in first, then Zelda, and finally, Kaiden. The door snapped down behind them with a soft hiss.

      “Have a seat,” a young man said. For a moment, Kaiden was taken aback, until he realized it was only an assistant who’d spoken. He sat at the corner of a large desk, facing them. Beside him and seated behind the desk was the boss. A digital workspace was projecting a slightly transparent stack of papers onto his desk. These occupied his full attention. He didn’t even look up at them as they all sat down.

      The boss couldn’t have stood any taller than Kaiden and was dressed in a pair of gray slacks and a button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow. He was clean shaven, wore his hair combed back and wet, and seemed entirely oblivious to their presence. Or maybe indifferent. He was typing something on his console with a disinterested expression across his face.

      Something about the boss’ plain appearance left Kaiden unnerved. It was strange. The man was head of one of the largest and richest gangs in the city, but if you passed him on the street he’d look no different than any other white-collar professional. Kaiden took in the unexceptional office, with family pictures of beach vacations framed on the walls, a diploma from some university, and a self-heating mug of coffee on the desk. It was all just a matter of playing the part, right? Like how the gang headquarters was so intentionally mundane.

      “The boss will be with you in a moment,” the assistant said from behind his large pair of glasses. He was equally nicely dressed, though thin and lanky, almost as if he hadn’t properly grown into his frame yet. After speaking, he leaned in to point at something on the boss' console and mumbled a sentence or two.

      Kaiden sat in silence for what felt like eternity. He found he couldn’t stop his fingers from fidgeting, working back and forth in an endless cycle of clenching and unclenching. He looked at Zelda. She seemed equally on edge, biting the tip of her lower lip as she frowned at the projected papers in front of the boss. Titus, however, seemed at ease. His eyes were distant, staring off into nothingness as he were enjoying a quiet moment of idle thought. Seemed he was used to this treatment. Kaiden tried to force himself to relax. Tried to calm his nerves. Sitting here and worrying about things wasn’t going to help anyone.

      “Who are these three again?” A gruff voice spoke and shook Kaiden from his thoughts. It was the boss. He looked up from his digital papers for a moment, then shook his head and went back to work.

      “Titus, Zelda, and Kaiden,” the assistant said after a moment of reading from the screen of his handheld console. “Titus used to work with us. The other two…” He shrugged. “Recent escapees from prison, but otherwise unexceptional.”

      Well, that’s an unfair summary, Kaiden thought. There’s a bit more to the story than that. But now that he thought about it, maybe the less the King Street Gang knew about them, the better.

      “What sort of work did you do for us, Titus?” the boss asked, sounding distracted and still giving ninety-nine percent of his attention to the desk.

      “Did some enforcing, a bit of time in collections, but mainly I drove your hovercar.”

      “Oh, that Titus.” The boss looked up and made eye contact with him.

      He remembers Titus! Kaiden fought back a smile. That was a good thing, right? Might buy them some leeway.

      “The Titus whose brother owes us money,” the boss continued.

      He remembers more than just that, surely?

      “A considerable sum,” the assistant said, nodding as he read from his handheld console.

      “I took the fall for you,” Titus said, blunt as usual, and Kaiden cringed. Somehow, being blunt didn’t seem the best way to handle the man whose mercy they were at. “I told the police that gun was mine and not yours.

      “Titus,” Kaiden said, trying to calm things a bit. “Maybe we should stick to what we discussed.” He may as well have not spoken. Titus didn’t even look his way. Instead, he was locked on to the boss, staring him dead in the eyes.

      “No one told you to take the fall for me,” the boss said, his voice dismissive as he looked back down to the documents on his desk.

      “It was heavily implied,” Titus said, angry enough for the both of them.

      “Titus,” the man said with a sigh and a shake of his head. “What you did that day was the reason you were let in the front door. The reason we haven’t already turned you over to the Party to collect the reward money.”

      Kaiden suddenly found himself looking back at the exit to the office. Would the King Street Gang really turn them over? The boss left him no time to consider it as he kept talking.

      “This very conversation, right now, is more than fair repayment for you taking the fall. You know what people pay for a conversation with me?” The boss leaned over to point something out to his assistant on his console, then glanced back at Titus. “You took the fall for me and that was honorable. But honor doesn’t replace money. Without money, this place doesn’t exist. The only replacement for cash lost is cash gained.” He shrugged. “That’s not me being a jerk, those are just the rules of the game.”

      In a twisted kind of way, that makes sense, Kaiden thought. Wait. Did I just agree with the crime boss of the King Street Gang?

      Not long ago he’d been a law-abiding citizen, minding his own business and working to make ends meet. Now he was sympathizing with one of the most infamous men in the city? What had happened to him? Well, a lot, actually. His eyes had been opened to the corruption and oppression of the Party, to the noble cause of the rebels, and their misguided execution of it. In some ways, the Party had brought peace and prosperity. But at the cost of freedom. The rebels wanted to restore freedom, but at the cost of peace. Both sides were right in some ways, and wrong in others. Shades of gray, and all that. Working man Kaiden wouldn’t have understood all this, but wrongly accused, fugitive Kaiden did. Maybe that was why some of what the boss was saying made sense.

      The boss was leaning back in his chair and thus couldn’t see Titus’ fist shake as he clenched it. The veins in his arm stood up and his muscles tensed. Zelda reached out a hand and squeezed his forearm.

      The boss scowled. Not an angry scowl, though. More one of displeasure. As if this entire meeting was nothing more than a waste of his time.

      “If you want to talk, come back with that brother of yours. Until then, don’t let me see you around King Street. The reward for your capture won’t repay your brother’s debt, but it’d be a start.” With that, he gestured toward the door and turned away.

      So that’s it? We’re out? Gone? Done?

      Kaiden felt numb. Just like that, any hope of finding some semblance of safety here was gone, as was any hope of logging back into Nova and finding Bernstein’s data.

      As if they’d already left, the boss was back to work, conversing in low tones with his assistant.

      “We’ll figure something else out,” Zelda said, standing and leading Titus toward the door.  Her voice was cautious, as if worried Titus was about to go off. But it wasn’t him she needed to worry about.

      “No.” Kaiden had spoken without meaning to. Zelda and Titus paused, looking at him. He was out of his seat, but he didn’t remember standing. But there was no backing down now. There was nowhere else they could go. Their families would be in danger if they sheltered them. The rebels were gone. They didn’t have four walls to call their own, or even food to eat, much less an internet connection in order to log in to Nova. There were no options left.

      “We have something you want,” Kaiden said, stepping right up to the boss’s desk.

      For a moment, he didn’t seem to notice. Finally, his assistant coughed and nodded up to him. The boss looked up.

      “Come again?”

      “I said we have something you want.”

      A faint smile stretched across his lips.

      “I very much doubt that.”

      “The Party tortured and murdered a friend of mine. A man by the name of Fred Bernstein.”

      “Yeah, they do that. Your friend’s not special.”

      “Kaiden!” Zelda said, stepping up and grabbing his shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      “What I have to.” He shook her off and locked eyes with the boss. “Bernstein was special. He’d spent years gathering data on the Party. The kind of data they’d kill to protect. The kind they did kill to protect.” He swallowed hard. “Data chronicling the Party’s every injustice, every illegal act, every abuse of power he could find. He gathered it, then compiled it all into a file. Before he could release it, though, they found him. They killed him and took the file. But we tracked it down.”

      The boss’s scowl had eased into something a bit more neutral now. He almost looked interested.

      I have his attention, but now I have to convince him. Kaiden hardly had time to think before continuing. He was running on pure adrenaline now – and praying he wasn’t messing everything up.

      “A lot of people stand to gain if this information goes public. Even you.” Kaiden crossed his arms and put on what he hoped was a confident expression. “The data in this file could bring the Party to its knees. Might collapse it entirely. That’s good for everyone. A new government will emerge, a better one once the people see how they’ve been lied to. But it won’t happen overnight. There’ll be confusion, uncertainty. Maybe even chaos. And you thrive on chaos, don’t you?” Kaiden spread his arms wide to encompass the room and the entire district beyond. “How long do you think the Party will be out of action? A week? A month? More? Imagine how much money you could make in that time. Time without the police breathing down your necks. Time with everyone too concerned with bigger matters to pay any attention to you. You’re a businessman. I get that. So, let’s make a deal. You give us what we need to secure Bernstein’s file and we’ll make sure it goes public. Make sure you get the chaos you need to cash in a fortune. It’d be enough to make up for what Titus’ brother owes you and a whole lot more, I’m sure.”

      Kaiden delivered the final words of his proposal, then stared the boss down. Eye to eye. Man to man. His offer was on the table.

      “You’re playing with fire here, Kai,” Zelda whispered from behind, but he ignored her.

      She’ll forgive me later. I hope. He swallowed hard, but drove the concern away. Right now wasn’t the time for it. Right now, he needed to look strong, no matter how he felt inside.

      The boss stared at him a moment longer.

      Make a decision, Kaiden thought. Before the sweat starts running down my forehead. He held the gaze, but could feel himself withering under it. I’ve laid it all out on the line. Now the ball’s in your cou—

      “Fair enough.” The boss waved a hand as if it was hardly worth his attention. “What do you need to find this file?”

      He’s agreeing. He’s agreeing? It was all Kaiden could do to stop an idiotic grin from spreading across his face. Play it cool, dude. Calm and cool.

      “We need food and a safe, private space for a few weeks. Also, a stable internet connection and any sort of VR immersion pods you have.”

      The boss scrunched his face up in confusion.

      “Oh, er, the file is stored in the game Nova Online. It’s the only safe place the Party can’t—”

      The boss waved him quiet.

      “I really don’t care. Frankly, I think you’re bluffing. I think you’re desperate and you need a place to lie low. But the reward out on you is suspiciously high.” He paused at that, as if thinking, then turned to his assistant.

      “Do we still have that apartment with the flood damage?”

      “Hiram has them staying in it already.”

      “What about pods?”

      “I’m sure there’s something in the warehouse.”

      “Fine.” The boss turned back to his desk, then started typing on his console once more.

      Kaiden stood there for several minutes, eyes flicking from the boss to his assistant and back.

      A hand grabbed his shoulder and then Titus was walking him back toward the door. It opened automatically and they stepped out into the hall.

      “Wait,” Kaiden said. “Did it—”

      “Yes,” Titus said. “It worked!” The big man was giddy with excitement. He grabbed Kaiden by the shoulders and shook him. “You’re absolutely insane. That was nuts. But it worked!”

      Kaiden finally let a smile burst across his face.

      It worked. It worked!

      “So we’re good, then? We can stay here while we get back on the hunt for the file?” His already too-large smile stretched even larger. “And when we find it, your brother’s debt will be paid?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” Zelda said, frowning. “Because when we find the file, I’m sure the city’s biggest crime boss is just going to let us release it to everyone. He’s not going to sell it to the highest bidder. Or blackmail the Party with it, or anything. No, definitely not.”
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      The pods arrived on the fourth day, well-used and a bit outdated and, Kaiden was almost certain, not acquired through any legal means. But they worked. He’d run them through as many tests as he was able, including attempting to log in to Nova. Of course, that had ended as expected: with a big, red flashing respawn timer, still counting down second by agonizing second.

      Now it was day five. Two more to go and somehow, between the endless fast food and being locked inside their leaky, mold-farm excuse of an apartment, Kaiden hadn’t gone crazy. All the same, two more days of waiting might as well have been a lifetime.

      They’d spent their time so far – and kept themselves sane – by planning their immediate next moves as soon as they were able to log in to Nova again. At this point, Kaiden could recite every step of the plan by memory, but that didn’t stop Zelda from reminding them of it daily. Still, he didn’t mind. In their dingy apartment, surrounded by the smells, sights, and sounds of the King Street gang, even talking about Nova was a release. If he tried hard enough, he could almost imagine he was in-game. Almost.

      “We’ll respawn back on Zeross, since that was the spawn point we were closest to last,” Zelda said as Kaiden worked through a disturbingly chewy meal of chicken and noodles.

      “We’ll have to use our credits wisely. We still have some from completing the Blade Queen’s Ire, so that’s something. Should be enough to get a shuttle ticket to the nearest shipyards. There, we can respawn the Veritas II and Acton.”

      Kaiden swallowed his most recent bite and nodded, envisioning the plan’s next steps.

      “There’ll be no time to waste. Next, we’ll need to grind until we have the credits to upgrade the ship enough to survive the ring’s defenses. Pick off pirates, answer distress calls, and generally run side missions for EXP and credits. The Veritas II is a corvette-class ship right now, so the next upgrade is light cruiser. That’ll take it from speed-machine to a warship. Or close to one.”

      Kaiden thought through the list of upgrades that would come with that change. Ship progression in Nova was mostly linear. They didn't have the option to upgrade to anything above a light cruiser yet. That would take far more grinding and credits than they had.

      “Upgrading to a light cruiser will get us a thicker hull with a ton more hit points, more durable critical systems, and the ability to add two utility rooms like a medbay, armory, or even a cloaking system. And then there’s the weapons.” He smiled at the thought. “Additional defensive turrets, for starters. But the real kicker comes in the form of offensive weapons. No more just fighting off attacks or running away. As a light cruiser, we’ll be able to hold our own in a fight. Maybe even launch respectable assaults. We’ll also have room to hire on extra crew – marines specializing in boarding enemy vessels might be a good choice – and we’ll get a docking bay for our own shuttle.”

      Titus whistled low as Kaiden listed off all of the upgrades.

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Speed is nice, but sometimes you just need some raw strength, you know?”

      “Those dark turen fighters will be in for more than they’re expecting,” Kaiden said. “But it’s gonna come with a hefty price tag. The upgrade from corvette to light cruiser can’t happen until our crew are all journeyman rank or above. Not to mention the actual upgrade costs 500,000 credits on its own.” It was going to be costly, but he couldn’t help but get excited at the thought of a full complement of upgraded turrets unloading on the religious fanatics.

      “Upgrading the ship is just the first step, though,” Zelda said, rapping on the table to regather everyone’s attention. “We need to rank up the crew this time, too. And properly. The side missions should help with that. Once they and the ship are ready, we’ll tear a hole through that nebula and get down to the ring.”

      “Then we have to find the King,” Titus said, wiping his mouth on a napkin. “We need to figure out the next part of the riddle for that.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Kaiden said. Titus looked surprised at that, while Zelda frowned. She’d already been working on the riddle, he didn’t doubt. “I mean, I’m sure it’ll help to solve the rest of the riddle.” A small concession, but not untrue. He wouldn’t put it past Bernstein to hide clues to help them in the riddle.

      Sorry to ruin the fun, he said internally before continuing.

      “Remember with Blade Queen’s Ire the riddle helped us start the quest, but then Vauren took over and had us defend Mesa-North base? Well, I’m thinking the same could happen here. That distress call we received from the crashed turen on the ring sounds a lot to me like the start of another quest.”

      “Dude, that’s awesome,” Titus said, then reached across the table for a high five. “No more time messing around with riddles.”

      From the expression on her face, it was clear Zelda disagreed.

      “Riddle or not, I’ve been researching these dark turen,” she said a moment later. “They were added to the game as one of the earlier patches and a test of the vendetta system.”

      “The vendetta system?” Kaiden racked his brain. He was no veteran when it came to Nova, but he’d never even heard of anything like that.

      “Well, that’s what it was originally called. We know it these days as the prestige system.”

      Oh, that makes more sense.

      “The dark turen and the turen were the first factions players could gain or lose prestige with. Helping one would bring specific benefits and unlock new quests as your prestige rose. It came at the cost of making enemies of the other faction, though. Eventually this evolved into the prestige system as we know it.”

      Kaiden thought about that for a moment.

      “Hopefully we can get this quest finished without racking up too much negative prestige with the dark turen. The last thing we need is another in-game faction that wants us dead.”

      “Agreed,” Zelda said with a nod.

      “So, we’ll get in and out without causing too much trouble,” Titus said, gesturing with his hand. “No big deal.”

      “That’s the plan,” Zelda said. “But so far, trouble seems to find us.”

      “That’s the good thing about hiding here,” Titus said with a smirk. “When there’s this much trouble around, no one pays attention to us.”
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      Day six. Night.

      Kaiden could hardly believe it. He’d been up with the rising sun, unable to sleep, and had spent the day pacing the apartment and researching further details for their planned ship upgrades and crew purchases. Of course, none of that could happen until they were back in-game.

      All they had to do was make it through the night. First thing tomorrow, the respawn timers would expire and they’d be free to get back to work.

      A knock at the door tore Kaiden from his thoughts. Titus, he thought at first, until he realized the big man was already in his sleeping bag. At the sound, he sat up, then rose to his feet and approached the door cautiously.

      “Stay to the side,” he said, waving Zelda away from him. She took up a position beside the door, but out of sight for anyone outside.

      “We expecting an attack?” Kaiden asked, but did the same, mirroring her on the other side of the door.

      “We’re not expecting anything, but we should be ready for anything,” Titus said, whispering sharp.

      The knock again.

      Titus leaned up close to the door, then turned on its camera. A screen snapped to life showing two men waiting outside.

      Hiram and the boss’ assistant.

      Come to wish us well for our big day tomorrow? Somehow that didn’t seem likely.

      “Open the door before I have Hiram take it off its hinges,” the assistant’s voice crackled through the door’s video screen, distorted by the tinny sounds of a cheap mic.

      Titus obliged and the man strode into the room. Hiram gave him a nod, then leaned against the doorframe.

      “I’ll keep the mold out of my lungs, if it’s all the same,” he said, holding a rag over his mouth as the door slid shut.

      “Your brother owes us a great deal of money,” the assistant said, walking around the room and casting inquisitive glances at their poor living conditions. It didn’t take a genius to realize he was referring to Titus.

      “Didn’t we go over this already? We’re logging in first thing in the morning to get after the file.”

      “Sure, that’s all fine and good,” the assistant said, turning to face the three of them. “But the boss has reconsidered things.”

      What? Kaiden shot a glance to Zelda, who returned it. He could see the same thought plastered across her features. Titus only grunted.

      “Not like him to go back on a deal.”

      “Anything he does is ‘like him.’ And besides, he’s not going back on anything, just altering the terms of the contract. Standard business practice.”

      “There’s nothing ‘standard’ about what we’re doing here,” Kaiden said, crossing his arms. “Toppling a tyrannical government isn’t exactly an everyday feat.”

      “No, it isn’t. Which is exactly why I’m here.” The assistant retrieved a cloth from his pocket, spread it over the seat of one of their chairs, then sat down and crossed one leg over the other.

      “I’ll put this simply. The boss isn’t convinced you three can find that file – or that it even exists. Now, maybe you do, then everyone wins – well, except for the Party, of course. But maybe you don’t. What happens then? You three will have wasted our time and resources.”

      “Very valuable resources,” Kaiden said, gesturing to the room.

      “We have boxers who would beat a man senseless for a room like this,” the assistant said. “Don’t take what you have for granted.” There was a threat to the way he said it, and the way his eyes lingered on Kaiden for a moment or two after he’d finished speaking.

      “Anyway,” he said, snapping his attention back to Titus. “The boss isn’t confident you’ll succeed, so he wants partial payment in advance.”

      “We can’t access our money. The Party’s frozen all of our accounts.”

      Kaiden got a small chuckle thinking about the vast fortune the Party had cut him off from by freezing his accounts. At last check it’d been somewhere around negative four hundred credits.

      “An unfortunate fact, to be sure. But the boss doesn’t want your money. You certainly don’t have enough to pay off the debt we’re owed anyway. No, he wants a business transaction of a different nature.  He wants you to make one of our rivals hurt.”

      Kaiden looked to Titus. His fighting days are done. He’ll never do it.

      “I don’t fight anymore,” Titus said.

      “I want you to make them hurt online.” The assistant smiled. “You see, we’ve been a bit slow to move into the online world – something I’ve been working to remedy. The Dorsey Boys have taken right to it, though. They’re using dirty cash to purchase in-game items, then selling those items for real-world currency. Essentially, they’re laundering a significant portion of their operating revenue through the game.”

      “We have intel that they’re moving a substantial number of in-game items in three days. The freighter it’s all on is supposed to be a tough nut to crack, so they’ve loaded it to the brim. That’s where you three come in. The boss wants you to hit their freighter, kill the crew, and take control of the ship. Once you have it, our middleman will dock and take all the loot he can carry on his ship. After he’s gone, I want you to destroy the ship. Blow it to pieces. Or crash it into a black hole. Honestly, I don’t care what you do, just make sure the Dorsey Boys lose that cargo.” The assistant looked directly at Titus. “Your brother owes us a debt. In-game credits have a real-world monetary value. Value our middle man will help us realize. The rest? Well, taking it away from the Dorsey Boy’s hurts their bottom line. Make them hurt enough, and the boss might be able to forgive your debt.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Zelda said, shaking her head. “It’d be better for us to focus on finding Bernstein’s file. That will repay the debt several times over.”

      “The boss ain’t asking, sweetheart.” The assistant frowned. “And neither am I. Now look, we have inside information. We know where that freighter’s going to be and when it’s going to be there. You’re going to take it over, give our middleman as much cargo as he can take, then destroy the rest.” He stood up and wiped some unseen dirt from his pants. “That’s that. Sound good?”

      “And then we’ll be free to find Bernstein’s file?” Titus asked. There was more to it than just a question, though. A tinge to his words that felt more like a demand.

      “That’s the deal,” the assistant said and smiled.

      “Until the boss alters it again,” Kaiden muttered.

      “Well, then, I suppose you’d better pray he doesn’t alter it any further.” With that, the assistant strode from the room, joined Hiram in the hall, then disappeared around the corner.

      “Great,” Zelda said, throwing her hands up in the air when they were alone. “We have side quests on side quests here. This is ridiculous.”

      “That’s how these guys work,” Titus said, sighing. “Once you owe them, you never get free. Not truly.”

      “You’re not going to owe them forever,” Kaiden said, stepping up beside the big man. Frankly, he had no idea how to back up that statement, but in the moment, it felt right, and he believed it.
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      Kaiden Moore. He was right there, scrambling across the floor, kicking up a cloud of cement dust as he made a desperate bid to escape. He was ten paces away, maybe less. Thorne reached out toward him involuntarily, as if she’d be able to grab him right then and there. Latch on to his ankle and drag him into custody.

      But this wasn’t real. Even asleep, she knew that. Felt it at the back of her half-conscious mind. No matter what she did, Kaiden was going to escape. Like he had in real life. Like he always did when this dream came.

      She was aware of what was happening, but that didn’t mean she could change anything.

      Kaiden kicked at the floor, then found his purchase and dived forward. He slipped down into a hidden hatch in the floor. As he did, a rebel pulled it closed with a resounding thud. And just like that, he was gone again.

      Thorne woke with a growl deep in her throat. It forced its way through her gritted teeth and out into the room around her.

      The dream had come almost every night the past few days, and still she couldn’t stop herself from thinking about the raid on the rebel base. The hatch Kaiden and the others had escaped down had been locked from the inside. By the time explosives got it open, the tunnel it led to was abandoned. Not long after that, an altogether larger explosion had rocked the base. An explosion that collapsed nearly the entire structure. It’d almost gotten her, too.

      Almost.

      But she’d survived. Had been lucky, she supposed. A couple of broken limbs and some minor burns were all the injuries she’d sustained. The bio-sleeves on her arm and leg hummed quietly and with just a hint of warmth, repairing her broken bones and healing the burns. They were scheduled to finish in just a few hours. Then she’d be free to go.

      Others hadn’t been so lucky. Rebels, and good, loyal soldiers of the Party, too. But she couldn’t let that distract her. She’d lost enough time recovering these past days in the hospital. Now, she needed to get back on the case. She’d been so close to capturing Kaiden, so close, but now she was back at square one.

      But no. Not entirely back at square one, she thought as she sat up in bed. She’d seen the dusty but well-used VR pods in the rebel base. Had Kaiden and his friends been using them? What would they need them for?

      “Agent Thorne?” A voice and footsteps entering through the doorway dragged her from her thoughts.

      Her partner, Werner. Miraculously uninjured in the collapse.

      “I brought something to cheer you up,” he said, then swiped a finger across his badge. As he did, her own badge received a file transfer. She opened it with a gesture.

      “Interrogation reports?”

      “Might help us track down the trio.”

      She felt a frown creep over her face. Every interrogation she’d ever conducted had been a matter of leverage. A matter of convincing the criminal they had more to gain by helping the Party than they did by protecting their friends. It was an effective process, but one that took time. More time than Werner should have had.

      “How did you get these so quickly?”

      He laughed.

      “I’m good at my job. And besides, I knew you wanted them. I can see it’s driving you crazy being cooped up in here. You want to work, and these might help us solve this case.”

      No, that wasn’t right. She fought the frown from spreading further across her face, but couldn’t do anything about the doubt rising within her. Interrogations were a long, slow process. The most powerful ally the Party had in them was time. Let a prisoner sit and think long enough and they’d give in. It’d only been, what, a week since the collapse? There should have been no way Werner could have completed this many interrogations in that amount of time. She flicked through report after report, seemingly one from every captured prisoner.

      “You’ve been working hard.”

      “Well, you know, I had to make up for my lazy partner,” he said, smirking as if it’d been funny.

      “Right,” Thorne grunted. The interrogations didn’t sit right with her. Her thoughts flashed back to the story she'd heard about the prisoner on the day of the battle at the senate house. The guards had said he’d been roughly interrogated. Had implied a bit more than that, even. Werner had been behind that, and now here he was with another stack of too-quickly gathered interrogation reports? At first she'd been suspicious of him, but now that was growing into something more. Was he acting out of regulation? Using illegal methods to extract information from prisoners? And if he was, someone else had to know about it, right? She made a mental note to dig into the question a bit later. At present, there wasn’t time for it. She needed to find Kaiden and the others. That was her focus.

      “I’ll go through these,” she said, nodding toward Werner. “Thanks.”

      “Good deal.” He moved toward the door, then stopped. “They still discharging you this afternoon?”

      “Yeah,” she said, already consumed with reading the reports.

      “I’ll be back later, then. We can get some food, then back to work.”

      “Sounds good,” she said, but she wasn’t really listening. She’d already spotted a trend in the interrogation reports. Several of the captured rebels confirmed Kaiden, Zelda, and Titus had been using the pods. She’d suspected as much when she’d seen them. But the rebels didn’t just say they’d been using them, but that they’d been doing so extensively. Nearly day and night.

      What was Kaiden up to? If he was in a pod, there was no doubt he was in Nova. All this time, she’d been looking for him in the real world. That had seemed reasonable, considering he already had the Bernstein cipher. She’d expected he’d do something with it. Try to spread the information it contained to others. The Party had the internet monitored and would surely stop any spread there, which meant he’d have to do it physically. Hand to hand on closed-circuit, offline hard drives. But that didn’t appear to be his plan. He was still in Nova.

      Thorne racked her memories of the Bernstein cipher. When it’d been in her possession, she’d been unable to access its contents. They were guarded by three locked files. She’d always assumed the rebels had the keys to those files.

      But if Kaiden was still in Nova, that meant he was looking for something. Did he not have the keys to the files? Was that what he was searching for? The file had originally been hidden in Nova; did that mean the keys were as well? She wasn’t sure, but everything seemed to point to that fact.

      The status monitor watching her beeped a minor alarm as her heart rate increased.

      She couldn’t prove any of this, but if it was true, that meant disaster could still be averted. The rebels hadn’t been able to access any of Bernstein’s data. If Thorne caught Kaiden and his friends, she could still stop the spread of whatever Bernstein had compiled. She could still find and destroy the database. Solve the issue once and for all.

      All she had to do was capture Kaiden and his friends. And in-game, no less. She’d done her time on the streets tracking down criminals, but in Nova was where she excelled. Whether he knew it or not, by being in Nova, Kaiden was giving her home field advantage.

      Not to mention the Warden Corps had a few tricks that might help her out, too. Was it finally time to break out the All-Frequencies Broadcast for another spin? Moran would have the final say on that, but Thorne was pretty sure it was. NextGen Games wouldn’t be happy about it, but they hated the system’s very existence. In the few instances in which it was used, it’d served to remind them the Party were the ones truly in control, even if Nova was a temporary online haven. But that was a good thing. Maybe it was time to remind them. Not to mention it’d put a ton of pressure on Kaiden and his friends. If they were in-game, life was about to get a lot more difficult for them.

      She’d failed to capture them in Nova once, but not again. Her respawn timer had reset several days ago and she was free to log in once more. Assuming Commander Moran went along with all of this. If he did, and she had a suspicion he would, she’d be free to track down the trio in Nova. Though she’d need to get a bit of grinding in, too, she figured. Leaving the Spiral Arm would mean she could level up beyond the level cap placed on that area. She wasn’t planning on being embarrassed again, no matter what level Kaiden and his friends were now. Something else she’d need to ask of the Commander. If she could convince him this was the best course of action, he’d no doubt grant her access to a power-leveling session. A group of higher-level wardens would be gathered up, then she’d join them on extremely high-level quests. They’d do most of the fighting, but she’d still gain EXP for being in their group. And there was always the chance of legendary loot drops. It’d be exactly what she’d need to get back ahead of Kaiden and his friends.

      She’d almost captured them in person at the base, but they’d slipped away. Where they were hiding now, she hadn’t the faintest idea. But she didn’t need to find them in person. Not if she could find them in-game.
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        Achievement Unlocked!

        Back from the Brink - 200 EXP

        You’ve experienced your first death and come back for more? Huh. Guess we’re going to have to try harder, then.

      

      

      Kaiden couldn’t help but smile as the achievement faded from view. Could he have expected any other welcome? After so long away, after so much had changed in the real world, it was good to come back to good ol’ Nova. The snarky achievement message almost felt like an old friend.

      “Man, does it feel good to be back!” Kaiden said, stretching out and reacquainting himself with how it felt to move in-game. It’d been so long it took him a moment to feel like he fit inside of his avatar. Next, a quick check around the corner of his vision confirmed all of his status bars and icons were in their usual places.

      A look at his inventory revealed nothing had been looted from his corpse. Unsurprising, really. Who would have been able to find his body floating through the void of space? Odds were it had despawned before anyone had even come near it. All things considered, their deaths could have been a lot worse.

      Kaiden took a deep breath, and for a moment let relief flow through him. He was back. Back where he belonged. And soon, back to work tracking down the next clue to unlock Bernstein’s cipher.

      He felt... good. Good for the first time since he’d died in-game. In here, he could put the real world behind him. He wasn’t in a dingey, moldy apartment in a bad part of town anymore, he was back in action. Well, soon to be back in action. They just had to get to a starport and respawn the Veritas II. Then they’d be back in action. For now, though, they were on Zeross, at the last spawn point they’d passed through.

      There was mostly sand in front of him. Reddish and thick, with soot-colored clouds above. He could almost imagine the distant screech of a grachnid.

      “Can’t say I’m too happy to see this old place again,” Titus said, hefting a thumb over his shoulder. They’d spawned right at the edge of Mesa-North. The base looked brand new, or as close to new as Kaiden had ever seen it. Either way, it was in significantly better condition than they’d left it after the grachnid attack. The server must have reset and reloaded the quest for the next intrepid group to stand up to the Blade Queen’s Ire. As it happened, several players were preparing to do just that. They were gathered on the railing of the command tower, pointing here and there. Preparing the base’s defenses, no doubt. In response to their gestures, distant lines of troops moved and shifted.

      “Guys,” Kaiden said, catching Titus and Zelda’s attention. He nodded up at the nearby players, then moved out of sight of the tower and into the shadow of one of the base’s barracks.

      “Good thinking,” Zelda said. “Better to play it safe and avoid attention if possible.”

      “Not to mention it’s going to get chaotic around here when that group triggers the first waves of the Blade Queen quest,” Kaiden added. “It’s time we headed out.”

      “Right. Well, this base was the last spawn point we were at before dying,” Zelda said. Her eyes went distant, no doubt operating some menu. “Here,” she said, then sent them both a screenshot.

      It was a picture of the planet map, zoomed in on their region. Mesa-North base was marked in glowing letters. Leading away from it, Zelda had added a path through the desert to the next nearest collection of buildings.

      “That’s Red Sands Border Post,” she said, gesturing at her map.

      “The nearest starport,” Kaiden said, nodding along. Looking up from Zelda’s screenshot, he could just see it, manifesting as a shimmering, mirage-like dot on the horizon. “Time to make good use of the auto-follow feature,” he chuckled.

      “And maybe we’ll find a few bugs along the way,” Titus added, eyes drifting out across the expanse of desert ahead. “We need to get grinding if we’re going to take down this freighter for the King Street boys.”

      “That too,” Kaiden agreed, then leaned forward into a steady jog.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As it happened, they did run into several grachnids on the way. Randomly generated encounters programmed into Nova, Kaiden knew. There really wasn’t any other reason to have groups of two or three grachnids scattered all across the desert. The encounters were just there to intimidate low-level players and serve as EXP for those high-level enough to fight them.

      The encounters weren’t entirely random, though. Wrecked ships and the scorched remains of small battles were also evident. Kaiden made a particular point of leading them into these areas to trigger the grachnid ambushes there. All in all, it made for a nice chunk of experience.

      The real fight had started when they’d arrived at Red Sands Border Post.

      Kaiden used the final few seconds of Burst of Speed to dodge past the attacks of the nearest grachnid.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

        Riposte x2 gained!

      

      

      He brought down a hammer strike on the thing’s leg and the rest of its health dwindled to zero.

      
        
        + 50% damage dealt (Riposte x2)

        Critical hit!

        + 20% damage dealt (Limb fracture)

      

      

      
        
        Grachling assisted kill - 350 EXP gained!

      

      

      The experience from the kill popped up amid the barrage of combat text at the edge of his vision.

      This feels good, Kaiden thought. In Nova, he wasn’t afraid. Not of the Party, nor the King Street Gang, or anything else. In Nova, he was strong. The trail of defeated grachlings he’d left behind was evidence enough of that. In fact, the more he thought about it, the more he wondered if there wasn’t another reason he’d been so eager for their recent grinding. Maybe he was reveling in the feeling of being strong again. Maybe, just maybe, he’d missed feeling like this. He felt a smile stretch across his face as he turned to face the last enemy.

      And now for you, big guy.

      He’d been taking care of the grachlings while Zelda and Titus handled the quest’s mini-boss: a grachnid commander, several levels lower and about a tenth the size of the one they’d fought at the end of the Blade Queen’s Ire.

      
        
        Grachnid Commander

        Level: 15

      

      

      Looking at it now, though, Kaiden found Zelda and Titus had done their fair share of work. The commander’s health was already in the red. Kaiden moved in to finish it off. Before he could, though, Zelda flung the Kinetic Grenade she’d been charging. It exploded and the whole bug went down in a plume of dust and oozing slime.

      
        
        Grachnid Commander assisted kill - 1,200 EXP

      

      

      “Oh, thank you, fearsome warriors!” an NPC shouted from where he was standing at the edge of the battle. “You’ve saved us!” He pumped his fists in the air as a ‘quest complete’ message faded into view. As soon as it did, the NPC stopped celebrating, then casually walked away as if entirely oblivious to the still-burning fires and oozing corpses of grachnids around him.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Ambush at the Border Post

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, +500 EXP per saved NPC (3,000 EXP), +2 faction prestige, 400 credits

      

      

      
        
        Level 19 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      “Look at that!” Titus said, pumping an ooze-covered fist into the air. “Level up! We’re grinding already.”

      “It’s a start,” Kaiden said, then popped open his character sheet and quickly allocated his new stat points into dexterity as usual.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 19

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 34 (+2)	Intelligence: 28

        Endurance: 34		Perception: 28

        Dexterity: 70 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Kickback, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Burst of Speed, Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      “All right,” Zelda said, dusting off her hands and only succeeding in rubbing more grachnid blood across her armor. “We lost enough time with that impromptu quest. We need to get moving.”

      Kaiden looked across the collection of buildings and torn-down walls that made up Red Sands Border Post. At the center of the compound was a landing pad. On it sat a waiting shuttle with an NPC pilot out front.

      “A shame to head into space when it’s such nice weather down here,” the NPC said as they approached. “But the shuttle leaves in five minutes. You looking to be on it?”

      “We’re headed to Shipyard Facility 158,” Kaiden said, referring to the notes he’d made earlier. “It should be the closest one.”

      “The shuttle’ll pass through there,” the NPC said, nodding. “But it’ll cost you five hundred credits. Standard fare.”

      “Five hundred credits, no problem,” Kaiden said. They’d earned eight hundred just now for stopping the grachnid ambush, and other quests along the way had paid credits too. They also still had some credits from completing the Blade Queen’s Ire. More than enough to pay for the trip to the shipyards. There, they’d have to hire crew. They had to make sure they’d enough credits left for that. He did a quick check of the party’s credits.

      
        
        12,342 credits

      

      

      Not a bad amount, actually. Maybe even enough to hire a decent crew this time around.

      “Before we board,” Zelda said, looking around, “is there a trader at this border post?”

      “That’d be Vonn you’re looking for. Over there,” the pilot said, pointing to a market stall. What had been a metal table and several display racks was crushed into the dirt. Next to it, the NPC, Vonn, lay dead.

      “Oops,” Kaiden said, cringing. They’d gained bonus EXP from the quest for saving as many NPCs as possible. Apparently, Vonn hadn’t been one of them.

      “I figured we could use the time until the shuttle left to offload all the loot from killing grachnids,” Zelda said, “but whatever. We can sell it at the shipyards. There’ll be traders there.”

      “On to the shuttle, then?” Kaiden asked, turning back to the pilot.

      “A shame to head into space when it’s such nice weather down here. But the shuttle leaves in four minutes. You looking to be on it?”

      Kaiden paid the five hundred credits and the shuttle door opened. Zelda and Titus did the same and they all stepped inside. It was the same type of ship as Lieutenant Ellenton had flown them around in and, for a moment, Kaiden was hit with a wave of nostalgia. What had she gotten up to without them? he wondered as he strapped himself into a seat.

      Titus and Zelda sat down opposite him. Kaiden smiled.

      “Not quite the Veritas II, is it?”

      “No, not quite,” Titus said, slapping a hand against the hull as if it were visibly thinner or something. “After that beast, this thing looks like a regular tin bucket.”

      “Once we upgrade, it’s going to look even better,” Zelda said. “I mean, just think—”

      An alarm sounded, cutting Zelda off and blaring through the ship. Kaiden jumped in his seat, surprised, then looked around. The alarm wasn’t coming from the ship, he realized. As he turned his head this way and that, it didn’t grow any quieter. The built-in stereophonic sound of the VR pod should have helped him hear which direction the sound was coming from. Instead, it was the same no matter which way he looked. And then a system message faded into view.

      “Oh hell,” Zelda said, her face sloping down into a frown.

      Titus cringed. “That can’t be good.”

      Unable to breathe, Kaiden read through the alert. Once he was done, he paused, then read it again.

      
        
        **Full System Alert! Full System Alert!**

        This is a Warden Corps All-Frequencies Broadcast. The Warden Corps is seeking the following fugitives currently believed to be in-game:

      

      

      
        
        Player name: Kaiden

        Player name: Zelda

        Player name: Titus

      

      

      
        
        A bounty of 100,000 credits will be awarded to any player who provides information leading to the fugitives’ capture. A bounty of 200,000 credits will be awarded to any player who engages or delays the fugitives until a warden is able to Shackle them.

      

      

      
        
        **End Full System Alert**
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      “We were conspicuous enough as it was, what with being free wardens and all,” Zelda said, speaking at the speed of light as she did whenever she was panicked. “But now, with that Full System Alert out on us, every warden, bounty hunter, and player looking to snag a small fortune is going to be looking for us.” She shook her head, dread heavy in her eyes, then leaned back in her seat.

      “We can’t show our faces in public unless we’re in a non-PVP zone, and even then, that just means the bounty hunters will follow us until we’re back in a PVP zone.”

      “What the hell even is a Full System Alert?” Kaiden was still in disbelief something like it had even been possible. “That was admin-level stuff. No player – not even wardens – should have admin-level powers in-game.”

      “I’m sure NextGen isn’t happy about it, but if they could change it, they would have already.”

      “This is not good,” Titus said, shaking his head.

      And that’s an understatement. Kaiden had always found that, when in a difficult situation, understating things made the obstacles ahead feel more approachable. But no matter how he looked at things now, they were in trouble.

      It was some small mercy that they were alone on the shuttle from Zeross. That gave them some time to make a plan. Though most of that time so far had been spent freaking out.

      “Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it quickly,” Titus said, peering out one of the windows. “We’re here.”

      “And this is a PVP zone,” Zelda said.

      A sinking feeling sucked Kaiden’s stomach into his feet as he realized the big man was right. The shuttle had been hurtling through space for some minutes, but now it had arrived at some sort of space station. Already, it was headed for a hangar bay.

      “There’s no setting to turn off our names,” Zelda said. “And no way to obscure them, either. Our best bet is to hope this isn’t a busy station—”

      A sharp hiss cut her off as the rear door of the shuttle popped open and lowered to the floor of the hangar.

      
        
        Location discovered: Shipbuilder Facility 158

        Faction Alignment: Shipbuilder Coalition

      

      

      The station was flooded with players.

      They were everywhere. Conversing in groups around the hangar floor, boarding departing shuttles. Some were even at their own ships, planning raids or collecting quests from NPCs. As Kaiden looked out into the hangar bay, his vision was filled with a flood of player names, floating just above an equally large crowd of players.

      “Apparently this is the busiest station this side of the Spiral Arm galaxy,” Kaiden said, still processing what he was seeing. “This is the greatest number of players I’ve seen in one place since that World Raid event on Andros.”

      “We can’t just be faces in the crowd because everyone can see our names, and we can’t hide our names,” Titus said, cracking his knuckles not out of confidence, but nervousness. “So how in the hell are we supposed to do this?”

      “Quickly,” Zelda said. “Follow me.”

      With that, she jumped from her seat, then switched to their private comms channel and hurried down the ramp. Kaiden did the same as he followed her into the hangar, feeling as exposed as he ever had. Everywhere he looked there were players or NPCs. Probably the NPCs weren’t going to be an issue, but the players were another matter entirely.

      “No one’s sitting here and reading every player name that passes by,” Zelda said, moving quickly, but not so quickly as to attract attention. “If someone is sitting here reading every name, well, we’re stuck using shuttles and other public transport until we respawn the Veritas II. Either way, we have to get our ship back as soon as possible.”

      “Stay behind me,” Kaiden said to Titus. “But keep your distance. Space out our group so we don’t look like we’re together.” As he gave the instructions, he followed them himself, slowing until Zelda was a good ten steps ahead of him.

      “Good thinking,” she said. “Just don’t lose sight of me. I’m moving quick.”

      As they hurried, Kaiden took in what details he could of the station. It looked similar to the interior of Thorne’s ship, the Anakoni, and was about the same size, if his memory was correct. The floor was a smooth, polished metal that reflected the overhead lights, and lines had been laser-painted across its surface, marking out the minimum distances ships should be stored away from one another or clearing take-off paths. Blinking lights around each ship’s ‘parking space’ stayed a steady white when nothing was happening, but then changed to a flashing orange when the ship was preparing to take off, a warning for players to move out of the vicinity.

      Despite the clearly marked lines, the place was a hectic mess. The players clearly didn’t pay much attention to the way the hangar was supposed to be laid out, and everywhere Kaiden looked, ships were parked haphazardly and dangerously close to one another.

      Aside from the poor parking jobs, the players themselves were individually making the place more insane. A group of them was running from ship to ship, playing some sort of suicidal, adrenaline-junkie game of seeing who could get closest to each departing ship’s engine without getting fried. As Kaiden watched, one of them got a step too close and was blown into a pile of swirling ash.

      That’s a great way to lose a week.

      “Spaceship roulette,” Zelda said through comms. “It’s about the stupidest thing I’ve seen in-game.”

      She led them out of the hangar and the ceiling above them dropped dramatically. Instead of the expansive hundred-foot tall structure it’d been before, now it was close and compact. Cramped, almost.

      They were in a tunnel-like hallway that ran in what appeared to be a huge, slow-turning circle around the station. Something like two hundred steps away, it disappeared around its own gentle curve and out of sight. It created the illusion that just a few more steps would reveal what lay around the corner.

      “This way,” Zelda said, forgoing the curving hall and instead leading them to an elevator bay. She called one with the press of a button and the doors of the closest elevator opened. Kaiden let loose a sigh of relief as he saw it was empty.

      They stepped in and Zelda made to shut the doors. Before she could, a group of four players sprinted toward them.

      “Hold the door!” one of them shouted, a hand outstretched before him.

      “Oh, sure thing!” Zelda said, then pressed the button to close the doors.

      “I don’t think it worked—” the approaching player said, but the doors slipped shut.

      “Smooth,” Titus said with an approving nod.

      “Yeah, well done.” Kaiden slapped her on the back. He couldn’t imagine any way the players wouldn’t have realized who they were. Sure, their new, non-standard armor made them look less like wardens, and their helmets helped hide their faces, but in such close quarters it would be trivial for anyone else to read their names and bring up their player details.

      The elevator took them up a considerable number of floors, then opened on to a large balcony that ran a hundred feet to either side. At its edge, a decorative railing of swirling metalwork kept everyone back from the long drop below. Peering down, Kaiden couldn’t see an end to the drop. The hangar was down there somewhere, he knew, as they’d come straight up on an elevator, but for the life of him, he couldn’t see it. And besides, the view in front of him was much more impressive. A massive window, two or three stories tall, at least. Beyond it, the shipyards. Despite the tension of the moment, Kaiden felt the breath catch in his throat. They were beautiful.

      While the station had a hangar bay, it appeared most of the work on ships was done in space. It made sense for those that were too large to bring inside, but as Kaiden looked closer, even smaller ships were present. All around, thousands of drones propelled themselves around the outsides of the ships. Little bursts of light flashed into existence as they cut into the ships’ hulls, or laser-fused new parts on.

      “Welcome to the shipyards of Station-1834, travelers. How may I help you today?”

      Kaiden jumped at the voice, until he saw it hadn’t come from a player, but an NPC. And an alien NPC at that.

      It was a strange-looking creature. Small and wispy – about the size of a human child – but with brown leathery skin and long, dextrous fingers. It had two eyes, a wide, flat nose, and an even wider mouth full of round, thick teeth. Its most defining characteristic was a flat, oval-shaped pad at the end of each finger, as if its fingertips had been flattened and spread out. Lights glowed every so often from within the flesh there, almost reminiscent of a machine blinking idle status lights.

      Kaiden focused on the creature and his visor brought up its details.

      
        
        Marssis Koli (NPC)

        Shipbuilder Apprentice

        Faction: Shipbuilder Coalition

        Level: 15

      

      

      
        
        Quick Facts: The shipbuilders are an ancient race of mysterious origins. With advanced knowledge of spaceship development and construction, they believe space travel is a basic right for all intelligent species. They build, maintain, and repair ships so that all may have this right – for a small fee, of course.

      

      

      As soon as he finished reading the description, an achievement appeared in his vision.

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Universal Ambassador - 500 EXP!

        The list of alien races you’ve met continues to grow. You’d be a wonderful ambassador for your species – if only you hadn’t also killed so many of the aliens you’ve met...

      

      

      “We’re here about our ship,” Zelda said, skipping formalities in favor of haste. Kaiden couldn’t say he blamed her.

      “The Veritas II,” he added. “It’s a corvette-class ship owned by player name Bernstein_14, but co-captained by my friends and I. I believe Bernstein had it fully insured, along with its first officer.”

      “You’re still in our private comms channel,” Zelda reminded him when the shipbuilder didn’t respond.

      “Oh, right.” Kaiden switched to the general comm channel, then repeated what he’d said.

      “Ah, had some misfortune out there, hmm?” Marssis nodded, then snapped his rounded teeth together with two sharp clicks. “No matter, though. You’ve come to the right place. Simply state your names and ranks on the – Veritas II, was it? – and we’ll check our archives for your ship’s information, then rebuild it using our state-of-the-art drones.”

      “Player name Kaiden, co-captain of the Veritas II,” Kaiden said, whispering.

      “Come again?” Marssis asked.

      Oh, come on.

      Kaiden did a quick check to make sure no players were around. As it happened, several were, standing several paces away on either side and conversing with other Shipbuilders.

      He leaned in close to Marssis.

      “Player name Kaiden, co-captain of the Veritas II,” he said a bit louder.

      “Player name Kaiden,” the alien near-shouted, surprisingly loud for such a small thing. “How do you spell that?”

      Kaiden sighed.

      “K-a-i-d-e-n.”

      K-a-i-d-e-n,” Marssis shouted out, long and loud. “Okay, thank you,” he said in a cheery tone. “And you two?”

      Titus swallowed hard. Zelda looked around to the players near them, then cursed.

      “State your names and ranks, loud and clear for me,” Marssis said, then gave them a gaping, flat-mouthed smile.
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      “There it is!” Kaiden shouted, speaking through their private comms channel once again, and pointing to the Veritas II parked on the far side of the hangar. Just as Marssis had promised, it’d respawned almost instantly.

      “Inside, quick,” Zelda said. “Hopefully only half the station will have spotted us by then.”

      They cut back through the crowded hangar, keeping distance between one another again. With every step, Kaiden was sure someone was going to attack them. His eyes flicked from person to person, taking in names, classes, and levels, just in case they were ambushed.

      Most of the players didn’t stand out. Their levels weren’t particularly intimidating, nor the faction affiliations.

      
        
        Blue Shell Killer

        Class: Cybernetic Knight

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 12

      

      

      
        
        Tomari

        Class: Engineer

        Faction: Pwnage By Design Guild

        Level: 18

      

      

      They were halfway to the Veritas II now, but Kaiden kept scanning the room. Now’s not the time to let my guard down.

      
        
        Cuppee

        Class: Cybernetic Knight

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 19

      

      

      While things were mostly civil in the hangar, Zelda had said it was a PVP zone. As if on cue, a duel broke out in a corner of the room. Kaiden near jumped out of his armor as laser blasts and explosions echoed across the hangar. Several players turned toward the commotion, and a few wandered over to join a haphazard circle forming around the scene.

      Zelda kept on in a straight line toward the Veritas II and Kaiden followed, checking to make sure Titus was still behind. He was. Something else caught his eye as he checked, though.

      The majority of the players in the room were watching the duel now, faces lit up with colors from ability-based explosions. The noise of the fight had drowned out the general buzz of conversation in the room. Not everyone was paying attention to it, though. Looking over Titus’ shoulder, Kaiden could just make out a group of four players headed directly toward them.

      Oh, hell.

      He pulled his eyes away, hoping they hadn’t seen him looking. He wanted to use his visor to get their details, but couldn’t risk letting them know he knew they were there.

      Are they on to us? Coming to collect a bounty? After yelling their names out over and over up at the balcony, he wouldn’t be surprised if someone had overheard. The balcony had been countless stories up and not connected to the hangar, but news travelled fast. All it took was someone up there overhearing, then calling their friends in and — bam. They’d be ganked. So, how could he be sure they weren’t there to collect the bounty? He couldn’t. And doing anything drastic would only attract more attention. That left one solid plan, then: get to the Veritas II.

      “There’s a group of players following us, right off your six,” Kaiden warned Titus, pretending to watch the ongoing duel, but slipping his eyes over to see the big man. “Keep heading toward the ship. Don’t attract attention.”

      Titus made a show of glancing over toward the duel as well, but as he did, his eyes also skimmed across the pursuing players. One of them looked right at him and Titus pulled his eyes away. Kaiden managed to read a bit of one of the player’s details before doing the same. He’d skipped right over the name, instead focusing on the player’s class and level. He’d been in a rush, but he’d had enough time to read the player’s level: twenty-six. The worst news, though, hadn’t been in the player’s details. It’d been in what he was wearing. Kaiden had only had a moment to look at the man, but it’d been all he needed to recognize that he was wearing warden-class armor.

      “Was that warden armor I saw on them?” Titus asked.

      Kaiden swallowed hard and picked up his pace toward the Veritas II. Zelda had just reached it and climbed aboard.

      “Get on the ship and it won’t matter,” she said. “We can lock them out and take off before they can do any real damage. Come on, move!”

      “Yeah, I think the time for subtlety is over,” Kaiden said, then broke into a sprint. “Come on, Titus!”

      He dashed forward, wishing he had some charge so he could activate Burst of Speed. But he wasn’t in combat, so he was forced to move at a normal pace. With each step, he was sure the players in the hangar would notice him. Read his name. Decide they were interested in collecting a small fortune of a bounty.

      But no one turned. No one even noticed, it seemed. Maybe he was being paranoid? The duel in the corner had captured most of the players’ attention, and the rest didn’t seem to notice, or maybe just didn’t care, that he’d broken into a sprint.

      He reached the side door of the Veritas II, then slipped inside and behind cover. Titus came a few steps later. As he did, Kaiden peered through a window and out at the wardens that had been following them. They were still headed toward them, but now Kaiden was able to read their details completely.

      
        
        Credwin

        Free Warden

        Class: Power Warden

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 26

      

      

      
        
        Defibrill8tor

        Free Warden

        Class: Power Warden

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 24

      

      

      
        
        Eqokkahbone

        Free Warden

        Class: Shield Warden

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 25

      

      

      
        
        NathanW36

        Free Warden

        Class: Blast Warden

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 24

      

      

      Free wardens? They’re all free wardens? Kaiden breathed a sigh of relief at that.

      “It’s okay, guys,” he said through their private comms channel. “They’re free wardens like us, not active wardens.”

      “Odds are, they’re not like us,” Zelda said. “They probably graduated from the Warden program instead of breaking out of it.”

      “Which means they might still be loyal to it,” Titus said, ducking inside the ship. “Or just want to collect the bounty on us anyway. Money is money.”

      I didn’t think of that, Kaiden realized, looking back out the window. We could still have a problem here.

      “Lock up the ship!” he said, but Zelda was already inside the cockpit, doing just that.

      The side door slid closed with a hiss just as the free wardens drew near. They didn’t seem to notice though, and passed right by. Kaiden watched the whole time, peering through a window, but trying not to look obvious. With each step they took away from the Veritas II, the anxiety inside him lessened,

      Another dozen steps and the four free wardens boarded a nearby light cruiser. A moment later, it fired up its engines. The lights on the floor around it flashed orange, then it lifted into the air and blasted out of the hangar.

      They were gone.

      Whew. Kaiden let himself relax into a seat.

      “That was too close,” he said as the lights of their engines disappeared. “At least, I think it was. They probably would have wanted to collect the bounty on us, right?”

      “Better safe than Shackled,” Zelda said with a shrug as she emerged from the cockpit. “Not that free wardens can Shackle anyway. Let’s just hope they aren’t waiting out there to ambush us. We wouldn’t stand much of a chance against a light cruiser-class ship. When we leave, we need to do it quickly. Use our speed so we don’t get shot down.”

      “Yes, let’s avoid any hopeless engagements in the future, shall we?” A familiar voice broke into their conversation as its owner emerged from the rear of the main compartment. “I’ve done my best to keep this ship in one piece, but you three seem to prefer it in about a thousand.”

      “Good to have you back, Acton,” Kaiden said with a laugh as he turned to face the first officer.
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      “In all the years I flew this ship for Bernstein, we were never shot down once. Not a single instance. But you three? You three have control of this marvel of machinery for a couple of days and you turn it into a debris field!”

      Minute five of Acton’s impassioned tongue-lashing continued and Kaiden navigated through his audio settings to see if he could turn down the NPC’s volume. As it happened, he couldn’t.

      The Veritas II had been insured, and so had its first officer. As such, when it'd respawned, so had Acton. Unfortunately for them, he remembered all too well why he'd died.

      “So the next time you’re thinking about doing something dangerous, at least hire on a trained crew to help us survive. Or do I need to remind you again how disappointing your performance on the turrets was back in the nebula?”

      “No, no, I think we understand,” Kaiden said, nodding toward Zelda and Titus. “We’ve really learned our lesson, right?”

      “Uh, yeah, right,” Titus said.

      “Which is why we’re going to take your advice right now and hire on a far more experienced crew,” Zelda said, stepping up to Acton. “And we’d love your input, of course. To ensure we make the best possible selections to ensure the, uh, longevity of the ship.”

      At that, Acton seemed taken aback. Only for a moment, though. Then he regained his previous expression of displeasure, if not a touch less severe.

      “Well, then, er, it’s good to see you’ve learned something from all this.” He coughed and his voice became surer. “Of course, I’d be more than happy to guide your crew selection. I trust you have the credits necessary to hire an actual crew this time?”

      Kaiden checked their party credit balance.

      
        
        10,842 credits.

      

      

      “Roughly ten thousand credits,” he said. “Will that do?”

      For the briefest of moments, Acton looked surprised. As if he hadn’t expected that they’d actually brought enough money. The surprise vanished in the time it took him to blink. Then he scoffed.

      “Well, it’s not ideal, but I suppose we could make that work.”

      “Just one slight problem,” Zelda said. “I saw the ‘Crew Hire’ terminal out in the hangar, but we’re… well, it’s best we don’t attract any attention right now. Would you be able to hire a crew for us again?”

      Acton’s expression soured at that, like she’d just proposed something ridiculous.

      “You have a lot to learn about flying a ship like this if you think it doesn’t come with its own ‘Ship Management’ terminal.” He walked over to a console embedded in the wall, then tapped its screen. It came to life with a flash of light and projected a digital interface into the center of the cabin. At the top of the hologram a line of text read ‘Ship Management.’ Next to it were several other tabs including ‘Crew Hire,’ ‘Crew Management,’ ‘Ship Upgrades,’ and several others that were grayed out for now.

      “That’s... actually really helpful,” Zelda said, then stepped into the hologram. It flashed and wavered as she did, then resolved itself back into a steady image. Kaiden stepped up next to her while Titus watched beside Acton, the both of them just outside the hologram’s radius.

      “This is insane,” Kaiden said, watching as Zelda navigated to the ‘Crew Hire’ tab, then scrolled through a seemingly endless list of crew members available for hire.

      “Depending on the size of the station you’re docked at, you can hire a variety of crew. Obviously, the number and ranks of available crew for hire will fluctuate with the size of the station. You can also order a variety of services for your ship, such as undergoing repairs, installing upgrades, or having it cleaned,” Acton explained. “You have to be at a station or installation to access these services, obviously. You can’t just hire crew or upgrade a room in the middle of space.”

      “Nice!” Kaiden said, excitement bubbling at the thought of the possibilities. For once, it was starting to feel like they were in control of the ship. Maybe they needed to consult Acton more often. Right now, though, they were on something of a time limit. They had to attack that freighter, and soon. Remembering this, he turned his attention back to the list of available crew. Most were simply named after their job and displayed alongside their rank and cost to hire.

      
        
        Jorge (Human Pilot), Recruit, tier 2 – 700 credits

      

      

      
        
        Terrence (Human Core Engineer), Recruit, tier 3 – 1,300 credits

      

      

      All of the available crew had a species designation next to them. At first, that didn’t make sense, until Kaiden saw there were species other than human able to be hired, not to mention specialized crew to perform certain tasks such as boarding enemies’ ships.

      
        
        Hias (Turen Pilot), Recruit, tier 4 – 1,050 credits

      

      

      
        
        Boarding Crew (5 Human Marines), Journeyman, tier 5 – 3,500 credits

      

      

      
        
        Boarding Crew (5 Human Mercenaries), Recruit, tier 5– 1,500 credits

      

      

      Even more rare, some of the available crew were highlighted in yellow text and tagged ‘legendary.’

      
        
        Avassara, (Legendary Turen Pilot), Grandmaster, tier 2 – 23,300 credits

      

      

      
        
        Killshot, (Legendary Human Navy Turret Gunner), Master, tier 3 – 16,600 credits

      

      

      
        
        Polsuss, (Legendary Shipbuilder Core Engineer), Grandmaster, tier 5 – 35,000 credits

      

      

      That’s a lot of credits, Kaiden thought, not something quite within their price range right now.

      At the top of the hologram, a blank space read ‘Available Budget.’ Kaiden tapped it and a keyboard was projected in front of him. He typed in ‘10,842 credits.’

      “Okay, that’s our budget,” he said. “Now, what roles do we need to fill?” He turned to Acton as he asked the question.

      “Pilot first, of course. That’s mandatory. In addition, we’ll once again need two mechanics and a core engineer. But those are the absolute essentials. I’d also recommend dedicated turret gunners – seeing as you lot are terrible at it.”

      No need to sugar-coat it, huh?

      “Okay,” Kaiden said, running through the math in his head. “More experienced crew will be more expensive to hire, but we have a pretty comfortable budget. Let’s see what that will get us.”

      “Already on it,” Zelda said. Looking at the virtual interface, Kaiden saw she was. As if they were shopping online, there was a little shopping cart icon in the top right of the screen. It had a number three on top of it, which quickly updated to a four as Zelda selected another crewman.

      “Last time, we had an all recruit-rank crew. For crewmen, there are five ranks — recruit, journeyman, practitioner, master, and grandmaster. Each rank has five tiers before a crewman can rise to the next rank. If we wanted to use all of our budget, we could hire this crew,” she said, then opened the shopping cart.

      
        
        Crew Selected:

        Clias (Turen Pilot), Journeyman, tier 3 – 2,800 credits

        Fred (Human Mechanic), Journeyman, tier 3 – 1,800 credits

        Angilice (Human Mechanic), Journeyman, tier 3 – 1,800 credits

        Talken (Human Core Engineer), Journeyman, tier 5 – 3,500 credits

      

      

      How much of a difference do the ranks make? Kaiden wondered to himself. As he did, he realized he could click on the selected crew for more detailed stats. He did so.

      
        
        Clias (Turen Pilot), Journeyman, tier 3 – 2,800 credits

        When this pilot is manning the cockpit, ship gains:

        +25% evasion

        +5% speed

        -20% chance of damage when landing not on a landing pad

        -6% engine start-up time

      

      

      Next to the stats, there was a rank slider. Kaiden selected it and eased it down to recruit rank, tier three. As he did, the pilot’s name changed, flipping through those available at the station, and the price dropped significantly, as did the bonuses each pilot provided to the ship.

      
        
        Rias (Turen Pilot), Recruit, tier 3 – 1,050 credits

        When this pilot is manning the cockpit, ship gains:

        +7% evasion

        +1% speed

        -6% chance of damage when landing not on a landing pad

      

      

      Wow, Kaiden thought, looking at the stats. The crew we had last time were all rank one when we hired them. Did they provide any bonuses to the ship at all? He couldn’t imagine they had. Compared to that, their new potential crew was looking really nice.

      “This crew is ideal,” Zelda said, gesturing back to the list she’d selected. “They’re all at journeyman rank. The crew has to be a minimum of that rank — the tiers don’t matter — in order to upgrade the ship to a light cruiser. If we buy them at that rank, or above, then we can cut out some of the grinding we have to do.”

      “Working smarter, not harder. I like it,” Titus said. “But the turen pilot you picked is journeyman, tier 3 and costs 2,800 credits. I found this one for a better deal."

      He pulled up a screen for them to see.

      
        
        Scargerfur (Crawlid Pilot), Journeyman, tier 3 — 1,800 credits

      

      

      “That is a better deal," Kaiden said, noting the significantly decreased cost. "There has to be a catch, right?"

      "There's always a catch," Zelda said, then tapped to bring up the pilot's details.

      
        
        Scargerfur (Crawlid Pilot), Journeyman, tier 3 — 1,800 credits

        When this pilot is manning the cockpit, ship gains:

        -3% to evasion

        -9% speed

        +4% engine start up time

        +10% chance of damage when landing not on a landing pad

        Racial Effect:

        -10% proficiency with any non-combat skill

        +10% to any combat related skill

      

      

      “Holy crap,” Kaiden said, reading through the stats. "Those have to be the worst I've seen. He'd literally crash our ship. What gives?”

      "It has to do with racial bonuses," Zelda explained, pointing to the pilot's race. "This guy's a crawlid. They're like slightly more peaceful descendants of the grachnids. But as a newly sentient race, they're pretty garbage at complex activities, like flying a spaceship."

      You know, that makes a ton of sense. I hadn't considered racial bonuses before. Kaiden flipped back to the legendary core engineer he'd seen earlier.

      
        
        Polsuss, (Legendary Shipbuilder Core Engineer), Grandmaster, tier 5 – 35,000 credits

      

      

      She's one of the shipbuilder race. That must mean she's an incredible engineer – and probably pretty rare. I bet that's what makes her a legendary crewman. Not to mention so expensive.

      "Racial bonuses effect the performance of your crew,” Zelda explained. “Turen make above-average pilots, but terrible boarding crews. Humans are pretty average at everything. Shipbuilders make great core engineers and mechanics, while crawlids, touted for their ferocity in combat, make the best boarding crews. They do die quickly, though, which reduces their cost somewhat. More experienced players, with more faction prestige, can hire rare and unique crew, while we’re limited to the more common races,”

      “Faction prestige?” It hadn't been too significant up until now, but Kaiden recalled gaining and losing prestige with certain factions for specific actions. During their quests in the Warden Corps they’d gained significant prestige. A few clicks in his menus brought up his current prestige with the corps.

      
        
        Warden Corps. Prestige: -151

      

      

      Apparently, killing Thorne and defecting from the corps hadn't gone over too well.

      "If a faction or race dislikes you overly much, you'll be unable to hire crew from them."

      "We, uh, shouldn't try to hire any warden crew, if that's even possible," Kaiden said. "No particular reason why."

      “On the flip side, if a faction or race really like you, you'll get benefits to hiring them as crew. Benefits such as a reduced hiring cost, for starters."

      “Does any faction favor us right now?" Kaiden asked, then scrolled through the rest of their prestige list to check. It appeared to only show the factions they’d encountered so far, or so he assumed. Certainly Nova had more factions than just those he saw listed.

      
        
        Warden Corps.: -151 (Hostile on sight)

        Nassau Criminal Underground: 5 (Favored)

        Grachnid Swarm: -12 (Unfavored)

        Zeross Militia: 12 (Favored)

        Shipbuilder Alliance: 0

        Turen Geniocracy: 0

        Cult of the Dark Turen: 0

      

      

      “We’re most favored with Zeross Militia – probably for all our work killing the bugs down on Zeross. We’re second-most favored with… the Criminal Underground,” he said, feeling his hopes deflate. “Probably from that arena fight I did for Marty.”

      “Nice,” Titus said, laughing. “Even in-game we can’t help but rub elbows with criminals.”

      “I mean, we’re technically wanted criminals in here and the real world,” Kaiden said with a shrug.

      “Can we get back to hiring a crew?” Zelda asked, snapping her fingers to get their attention, then pointing to the list she’d put together.

      “Ah, right.” Kaiden gave it another look.

      
        
        Crew Selected:

        Clias (Turen Pilot), Journeyman, tier 3 – 2,800 credits

        Fred (Human Mechanic), Journeyman, tier 3 – 1,400 credits

        Angilice (Human Mechanic), Journeyman, tier 3 – 1,400 credits

        Talken (Human Core Engineer), Journeyman, tier 3 – 3,500 credits

      

      

      “Until we can spike our prestige with a specific faction, that looks good,” he said, nodding. “But there aren’t any turret gunners.”

      Acton crossed his arms and frowned.

      “Well, that’s where things get tricky,” Zelda said. She navigated back to the list of available crew. “There are dedicated turret gunners. But they don’t fulfill any other role on the ship.”

      “As well they shouldn’t,” Acton cut in. “I don’t want my pilot worrying about the mechanic’s job. Just the same, I don’t want my gunners focusing on anything other than shooting enemies out of the sky.”

      “You have a point,” Zelda said with a nod. “But we have a quest to complete that we have to consider. A quest that’s going to require a boarding crew.”

      “A boarding crew? The Veritas II doesn’t have launch chambers or an attack shuttle. How would you even launch a boarding crew?

      “If we told you, you wouldn’t like it,” Kaiden said, grimacing.

      They couldn’t hope to fight the freighter head-on with the Veritas II. If they were going to take it, they were going to need to board it and do things the hard way. They’d put together a plan – a dangerous plan – but while it was unorthodox, the mechanics of Nova would probably allow it. They hadn’t mentioned any of this to Acton yet, obviously.

      “This sounds like a prime opportunity to get us all blown to pieces again,” Acton said, somehow looking more displeased than ever. “If you’re looking to increase the ship’s offense or defense, you should invest in turret gunners and better weapons. There’s a whole marketplace for weapons,” he said, gesturing to the interface they were working with.

      “We’ll definitely buy some new ship weapons when we can afford it, but for now… well, I hate to break this to you,” Kaiden said, hesitating a moment. He cringed, but there was nothing else but to explain the situation. As best as he could to an NPC, at least.

      “Look at it this way, Acton. Some... friends of ours helped us out after we died. We owe them, in a manner of speaking. In order to pay them back, we’re going to…” There was no easy way to say it. “Attack a freighter and steal its cargo for them.”

      Acton didn’t respond for several long moments. The entirety of the ship was silent, but for the distant sounds of the duel in the hangar coming to an explosive conclusion.

      “There’s no way we can break through the freighter’s shields with any weapon we can afford, so our best bet is to use a boarding crew and do things the... challenging way. Who hasn’t committed a little piracy here and there, though, right?” Kaiden said, nudging Zelda to get her to agree. “It’s no big deal, you know?”

      Finally, Acton sighed, then shook his head.

      “The piracy doesn’t bother me. But I wasn’t made first officer of this ship to watch it be blown apart over and over. If you want to fly into combat, get a combat-class vessel. The Veritas II is a corvette. It’s not made to assault entire freighters.”

      “Well, funny you should mention that. We were planning on upgrading to a light cruiser. We just have a lot of grinding to do until we can afford the upgrade.”

      “And are we attacking this freighter before or after we upgrade the ship?”

      “That depends on how quick we can rake in the credits,” Kaiden said, knowing it wasn’t what Acton wanted to hear. “There's a limited window to attack the freighter.”

      “How limited?”

      “Let’s just say we should hurry.”

      Acton threw his arms up in the air, then walked away toward the cockpit.

      “Just let me know when you’re ready to go explode again. I’ll dutifully man my post to the end. Again.” With that, he stomped out of the main compartment, then closed the cockpit door.

      “Suffice to say he’s not a fan of the plan,” Kaiden said, staring at the door.

      “Is anyone, really?” Zelda asked.

      Titus shook his head. “But we have to do it. So let’s pick this crew and get to grinding. We’ve a lot of levels to gain before we can take down that freighter.”

      Kaiden directed his attention back to the crew-hiring interface.

      “Acton wants us to have turret gunners,” he said, scrolling through the list. “But we also need a boarding crew.”

      “Right,” Zelda said. “They’re the only crew that has the special ability of being able to hack their way into enemy ships’ airlocks. That’s our only way on to the freighter.”

      “So, we hire slightly a lower-rank crew to make room in our budget for some boarding crew,” Titus said.

      Kaiden filtered the available crew list by role, then scrolled until he arrived at the various available boarding crews.

      
        
        Boarding Crew (5 Human Mercenaries), Recruit, tier 4 – 1,500 credits

      

        

      
        Boarding Crew (5 Turen Mercenaries), Journeyman, tier 2 – 2,200 credits

      

        

      
        Boarding Crew (5 Human Marines), Journeyman, tier 4 – 3,800 credits

      

      

      Kaiden looked through the list, but when he selected one to try and add it to their selected crew, an error popped up.

      
        
        Ship requires a barracks level 1 or greater to hire boarding crew.

      

      

      “Oh, right. We have to upgrade one of the spare rooms on the ship,” Zelda explained. “I forgot about that. That’s going to cut into our budget further.”

      Titus frowned.

      “But we can’t do this mission without the boarding crew?”

      “We can’t.”

      “Then we have to upgrade,” Titus said. “Can we afford it?”

      “I think,” Zelda said with a nod, then tabbed over to the ‘Ship Upgrades’ screen. It displayed a variety of possible upgrades for their ship. At the top of the window was a breakdown of their current ship. As a corvette, apparently it came with two utility rooms which could be upgraded. Obviously, they needed to turn one of these into a barracks. The other, though, had a range of options. Kaiden only got a glimpse as Zelda flicked through everything, but he saw several enticing options that he would have liked to read more about. Foremost among them were ‘medbay,’ ‘armory,’ and ‘workshop.’

      “We can afford the upgrade,” Zelda said a moment later. “But it’ll cost 2,000 credits for a level 1 barracks. We have two available upgrades slots on the ship, so that’s not a problem.”

      “Go for it,” Kaiden said. “I’ll adjust our selected crew to fit within the new budget.”

      It took several minutes, but eventually, Zelda had purchased the barracks for the Veritas II. After she did, several drones flew onto the ship and set to work with a series of clanks and clunks from the rear. Previously, the back of the ship had contained doors leading to the core, engines, shields, and weapons control. Now, a new door had appeared. Above it, laser-painted on the bulkhead, was labeled ‘Barracks.’

      While Zelda had been purchasing the upgrade, Kaiden had re-selected a crew to fit into their newly reduced budget.

      “How’s it look?” he said, gesturing to the hologram.

      
        
        Crew Selected:

        Sias (Turen Pilot), Recruit, tier 4 – 1,200 credits

        Braker (Human Mechanic), Recruit, tier 4 – 850 credits

        Johnson (Human Mechanic), Recruit, tier 4 – 850 credits

        Pentwick (Human Core Engineer), Recruit, tier 4 – 2,000 credits

        Boarding Crew (5 Crawlid Mercenaries), Journeyman, tier 1 – 2,100 credits

      

      

      “Upgrading the barracks took a chunk out of our budget, so I had to severely cut back on the rank of each crew member. We’re going to have to get them tiered up twice so they rank up to journeyman. It’s not ideal, but we need to earn more credits anyway, so the missions we take to do that can also level the crew. Here’s the good news, though.” Kaiden selected the boarding crew, bringing up additional details about them.

      “For starters, I found a crawlid boarding party. Considering their level, they were discounted next to the other boarding crews. They're excellent fighters when boarding other ships. The downside is they’re fragile. Very easily killed.” He clicked on them to pull up their info. Whereas you could pull up details about each other crewman individually, the boarding crews were always presented in groups of five. Apparently, they were a package deal.

      
        
        Boarding Crew (5 Crawlid Mercenaries), Journeyman, tier 1 – 2,500 credits

        Racial Effect

        -10% proficiency with any non-combat skill

        +10% to any combat related skill

        Bonus Effect: Berserker Bugs

        When this boarding crew is boarding an enemy vessel, they gain:

        +15% damage

        -20% health

      

      

      “Additionally, mercenaries have the ability to man turrets. They’re not dedicated turret gunners, but they’re better at doing it than regular crew,” Kaiden explained. “Combine that with the blanket damage increase these guys provide and we’re getting somewhere.”

      “Huh,” Zelda said. “I hadn’t known that. Maybe that will make Acton a bit happier.”

      “Doubtful,” Kaiden said, shaking his head. “I’m just hoping it’s enough to stop him from flying the ship into an asteroid to punish us.”
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      “’Tell the gunners to keep up the good work’ – is what I would have said if you’d taken my advice and hired passable turret gunners, or upgraded the weapons.” Acton said from the cockpit. Even though he was speaking through their private comms channel, his words were barely audible above the near-constant barrage of outgoing fire. Kaiden let off the trigger of his own turret a moment to respond.

      “The crawlids and I are doing our best here.” Another pirate skirmisher darted in and he held his words a moment in order to lay down a thumping, rhythmic stream of shots at it.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      
        
        Pirates killed: 21/25

      

      

      “And besides,” Kaiden said, smiling as the remains of the pirate’s ship spun away in a blossoming cloud of debris. “As long as they’re distracted with us, they’re not attacking the merchants.”

      “Great news for the merchants,” Zelda fired back through comms. She was in the weapons room, manning the terminal there. They’d enough crew to fill the vital roles – pilot, mechanic, and core engineer – but manning each station in a ship gave additional bonuses. Zelda had the weapons room handled, playing the mini-game there to reduce their weapon cooldown time by five to fifteen percent, while Titus was in the shield control room redirecting power to specific areas of the shields to best absorb incoming fire. The terminal he was operating had the chance, when managed expertly, to lengthen the lives of their shields, as well as decrease their downtime once they overloaded. A dedicated shield engineer crewman would have done a better job, but they had nowhere near the budget for that currently. Titus was doing fine. Even Zelda, who was near perfect on the weaponry terminal, would have been outperformed by a dedicated weapons specialist. Whereas players needed to actively succeed in a mini-game to receive the additional bonuses, dedicated crew received it just for being assigned the task – and the bonuses increased based on the crewman’s rank.

      “We’ll have the shields back in twenty seconds,” Titus reported over the sounds of ratcheting and several heavy, metallic clunks. “The mechanic almost has them fixed.”

      “Got it. Just four more and we’re in the clear anyway. Keep your barrels blazing but don’t overheat,” Kaiden said to his fellow turret gunners. A chittering response of rapid repeating clicks came through comms. The language of the crawlids. No one onboard spoke it – a downside Kaiden hadn’t thought of when he’d hired the sentient insects to be their boarding crew – but it hadn’t been a problem so far. At this level, the crew only replied in pre-programmed, generic responses anyway. Kaiden didn’t understand the crawlids’ chittering, but a moment later, they opened fire with their turrets at the nearest pirate. That was all the response he needed.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      
        
        Pirates killed: 23/25

      

      

      Two more down, two to go.

      “That’s how it’s done!” he cheered, pumping a fist, then was cut short as something thunked against the hull. A scattering of debris from one of the destroyed ships, he realized. Shields were designed to block energy weapons, or projectiles hurtling in above certain speeds. Most ship-to-ship weapons were energy based, and when torpedoes were involved, they had to travel fast to catch up to a target. As such, slower objects like tumbling debris could pass through shields.

      Another pirate came strafing in, tearing Kaiden back to the present. His turret burst to life as he returned fire, but too slowly. The skirmisher was already outside his field of fire. The turret could only spin so far in either direction.

      A panicked spurt of chittering came through the comms and Kaiden looked past his turret’s controls to see the pirate shuttle sling into view. The barrels of the dual plasma gatlings under its wings were spinning in a blur of angry, red light.

      Kaiden’s visor brought up the specifics of the enemy weapons as he focused on them.

      
        
        AV-51 Ship-mounted Plasma Gatling

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Durability: 100%

        +5 second charge time

        -5% damage to shielded targets

        +15% damage to unshielded targets

        +5% damage to critical components

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Slow to charge, the AV-51 Ship-mounted Plasma Gatling is designed to bore through hulls and knock out ships’ critical systems. While weak against shields, the specially formulated plasma rounds are armor piercing and deal additional damage to unshielded targets.

      

      

      Slow to charge, but extra powerful once firing. And they’re already charged.

      “Focus the shuttle!” he shouted, and all three of the Veritas II’s turrets opened up at once. At the same time, the pirate shuttle unleashed the combined damage of both plasma gatlings.

      The result was a blinding exchange of fire. At the last moment, though, the Veritas II darted to the side as the pilot gunned the engines and rolled them into a complex maneuver.

      
        
        Hull integrity: 93%

      

      

      The burning stream of plasma shots kissed the hull, but was off target before it could do much more damage.

      “There’s that increased dodge chance kicking in!” Kaiden cheered on their pilot until a moment of nausea overtook him in the midst of the ship’s rolling turn.

      The maneuver had saved them from taking damage, but it’d also pulled the pirate shuttle out of Kaiden’s line of sight – until the pilot pulled the Veritas II back around, leaving it clearly in view of all three turrets.

      No command was needed this time.

      They opened up simultaneously.

      Turret rounds exploded against the sides of the shuttle. One blast dented the side of the hull, then another ripped off a wing. Kaiden just caught a glimpse of a plasma gatling spinning off into the abyss before his assault of turret fire caved in the shuttle’s cockpit.

      
        
        Shuttle assisted kill - 700 EXP gained!

      

      

      
        
        Pirates killed: 24/25

      

      

      The shuttle exploded from within, its core detonating in a flash of brilliant, blinding light. The shockwave rolled over the Veritas II and the whole of the corvette shook. The last remaining pirate skirmisher was swept sideways by the explosion, tumbling end over end.

      Kaiden snapped his turret toward it and unloaded a full burst. It didn’t take much before the final pirate joined his companions in the form of an ever-expanding rain of debris.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      “Shields back online!” Titus cheered.

      
        
        Pirates killed: 25/25

      

      

      “Not that we need them anymore,” he said, and Kaiden could envision the big man’s frown.

      “Whew, buddy, that was some fine shooting. Thanks for keeping those pirates off our back,” the merchant’s voice came through the comms. “We can take it from here. Here’s your reward. And remember, whenever you all are in the sector, the Outer Tradesman Alliance always has the fairest prices.”

      
        
        Quest Complete: Escort the SS Fair Trade to safety

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, +2 faction prestige, 900 credits

      

      

      “That’s what, the twelfth quest today? And how many did we tackle yesterday?” Kaiden asked, smiling as the experience and credits rolled in. It’d been a good start toward replenishing their depleted cash, not to mention the experience they were raking in. At first, he’d thought this was a great way to power-level weaker players, but Acton had shot that down. Apparently, only a total of fifty percent of a player's experience could be gained from ship-based missions, and experience gained was proportional to one's level. That meant a level ten player who had gained five of their levels while aboard a ship would have to gain another level on the ground for every time they wanted to level up again on their ship. Reasonable restrictions, all things considered. Nonetheless, they’d been gaining a good amount of experience by taking every mission they could.

      The King Street Gang’s middle man was supposed to contact them any day now. Until he did, though, there was grinding to do in preparation for the upcoming freighter raid. They’d hit level twenty the day prior, then twenty-one, and now twenty-two, Kaiden realized as the system message faded into view.

      
        
        Level 22 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      
        
        Ability unlocked: Lightspeed (replaces Burst of Speed)

      

      

      
        
        Crew rank up x1!

        Sias (Turen Pilot) – Journeyman, tier 1 achieved!

      

      

      
        
        Crew tier up x3!

        Braker (Human Mechanic) – Recruit, tier 5 achieved!

        Johnson (Human Mechanic) – Recruit, tier 5 achieved!

        Pentwick (Human Core Engineer) – Recruit, tier 5 achieved!

      

      

      All the dodging and maneuvering the pilot had been doing had ranked him up to journeyman ahead of the rest of the crew. That seemed fair, considering he’d been doing more work than the mechanics or core engineer. Nonetheless, they still needed to get everyone to journeyman level if they wanted to upgrade the Veritas II to a light cruiser. Not to mention they’d need the money, too.

      Focusing back on his own advancement, Kaiden flicked open his character sheet and instantly assigned his new stat points, then read through the details of his newly unlocked ability.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 22

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 37 (+2)	Intelligence: 31

        Endurance: 37		Perception: 31

        Dexterity: 82 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Kickback, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Lightspeed, Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      
        
        Ability: Lightspeed (Replaces Burst of Speed)

        Dangerous levels of energy are channeled into your leg implants, increasing movement speed by 200% for 10 seconds. You will take double damage if hit during Lightspeed.

        Cost: 30 charge

        Cooldown: 1 minute

      

      

      Two hundred percent movement speed? As if Burst of Speed wasn’t fast enough! The double damage seemed a worrying trade-off, though. Hopefully he’d be fast enough not to get hit. And hopefully he wouldn’t kill himself by running into a wall or something.

      As had become custom among the group, Kaiden screenshotted the details of his new ability, then sent it to Zelda and Titus. Their screenshots were already waiting for him.

      
        
        Ability: Improved Burst Arrow (replaces Burst Arrow)

        Launch a spear of energy from your hammer, dealing +50% base damage.

        Range: 50 feet

        Cost: 10 charge

        Cooldown: 2.5 seconds

      

      

      So, Zelda got an upgrade to her Burst Arrow ability. Not bad, not bad. It was one of the abilities she relied heavily on, so having the reduced cooldown timer was pretty relevant. She’d be able to cast it twice as frequently – assuming she had the charge.

      Next, he checked Titus’ screenshot.

      
        
        Ability: Improved Shield Brother (Replaces Shield Brother)

        Locking shields with another shield warden boosts absorption capacity of both your shields by +50%.

      

      

      That’s a boost of, what? Twenty percent more than regular Shield Brother? Kaiden had to laugh at that. The boost wasn’t insignificant – not by a long shot – but considering their current predicament as free, and wanted, wardens, it certainly didn’t seem there’d be many chances for Titus to make use of his new ability.

      “Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up,” Titus said as if reading Kaiden’s thoughts. “It’s almost like warden classes were meant to be played together, inside the Warden Corps.”

      “You mean we weren’t supposed to go rogue?” Zelda said, sarcasm clear in her voice.

      “I do miss the food in prison,” Kaiden said, joining in. “Nothing like a gelatinous pile of steaming slop for every meal.”

      That elicited a groan from both Titus and Zelda, and even Kaiden had to suppress a bit of a shudder at the memory. But there would be time to reminisce about the past later. For now, there was more grinding to do.

      “Another level up, and not too much damage this time,” Zelda said approvingly as the pilot cut the engines and let the Veritas II idle. “Lost our shields twice, but only took seven percent hull damage.”

      “That’s because you have such a hot-shot operator in the shield control room,” Titus said. “I accept thanks in the form of high fives, credits, and constant reminders of how great I am.”

      “What? No credit for my shooting?” Kaiden chimed in, feigning insult. “And what about our crawlid turret gunners, eh, Acton? I’d say they’re doing all right.”

      “Passable. Perhaps.”

      A chorus of chittering fired back. If Kaiden wasn’t crazy, it almost sounded like bragging.

      “All right, stop patting your own backs. There’s more work to do yet,” Zelda said. “We still have that pirate base to weed out of Planet Shard and that fetch quest to help the miners stranded by that electrical storm.” She was trying to sound stern, but Kaiden could envision the hint of a smile creeping across her face. Whether she admitted it or not, their recent success felt good. Made him feel strong again. Like he was in control of his fate. And maybe that was because in Nova, he was.

      “Captains,” Acton said, cutting in. “We’re being hailed by one Luccio Swaav. A known racketeer and criminal fence, from my brief search. I’ll disregard it.”

      “Actually, put him through,” Zelda said. “That’s... that’s the middle man.”

      Acton’s sigh from the cockpit was loud enough to be heard even without comms, but he complied.

      Luccio wasn’t live on the other end of the line, though. Instead, he’d left a recording that began as soon as the connection was established.

      “Embedded in this message are the coordinates for where the freighter’s gonna be twenty-six hours from now. After it leaves that sector, we don’t know where it’s headed, so you better be there. When the fighting’s done, hail me at this frequency, and I’ll come up for King Street’s portion of the take.”

      The message cut off abruptly. As it did, a new quest faded into view.

      
        
        Quest: Hostile Takeover

        Stage 1: Disable the freighter SS Doldrum

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 5,000 EXP, 2,000 credits

      

      

      Whoa, that was unexpected, Kaiden thought, reading through the quest. He hadn’t expected to receive an actual quest for attacking the freighter. But the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. The game’s AI didn’t know that the ship was transporting items purchased with laundered funds. As far as it was concerned, what the Dorsey Boys were doing was perfectly fine.

      “So, uh, there we have it,” Kaiden said, staring at the quest. “From hunting pirates to becoming pirates.”

      “How should we spend our last twenty-six hours alive?” Acton asked. “Any last wishes before we fly off to our inevitable destruction?”

      “Don’t be such a downer,” Titus said. “We’ve been making mincemeat of these pirates. We can handle one single freighter.”

      “Ah, yes. Blind optimism. My favorite trait in a suicidal captain.”

      “Ignore him,” Kaiden said, retracting his turret and making his way back into the ship’s main compartment. “We have to get moving. Can’t risk missing our meeting.”

      “Actually, stay in your turret, Kai,” Zelda said through comms. “The coordinates aren’t far from here. It shouldn’t take too long to make it to the rendezvous.”

      “One should never be late to an important event, especially one’s own death,” Acton said, but everyone ignored him.

      “What I mean is, we have time to cram in a few more quests. We can’t make enough credits to upgrade the Veritas II, but we can rank the crew up some more and level ourselves while we’re at it.”

      “Every little helps,” Kaiden said, shrugging as he reactivated his turret. “Plot us a course. Let’s get to it.”
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      By the time they’d arrived at the ambush point, it felt like they’d grinded their way from one end of the universe to the other. The crew had been earning experience nicely and had nearly all achieved practitioner rank and Kaiden was nearly to his next level. Nearly, but not quite. He’d petitioned for just one more quest, but Zelda had insisted there wasn’t time. As it happened, she’d been right.

      “There it is – punch it!” Titus near put his finger through the cockpit windshield as he jumped and gestured, having spotted the freighter. The pilot throttled up the engines, launching the Veritas II forward and, as it happened, hurling Titus back out of the cockpit.

      Kaiden stumbled himself, but he snapped a hand out and grabbed a seat back, holding himself in place. Zelda did the same. Titus rolled and clunked to the back of the main compartment.

      “You kinda asked for that one,” Kaiden said over his shoulder, but his heart wasn’t in the taunt. He was too focused on the fight ahead. It’d been mere days since their respawn timers had cooled down. Dying again wasn’t an option. They were already wasting precious time with this freighter side quest instead of pursuing Bernstein’s questline on the Ring. But they had to do this. They owed the King Street Gang, and with any luck, it would free Titus of his brother’s debt to them. Assuming they actually succeeded, which was far from a given.

      Despite their grinding, they were still a couple thousand credits short of what was required to upgrade the Veritas II to a light cruiser. Not to mention the crew still needed a few tiers before it was possible. It was far from ideal, but they were out of time. They only had one chance at the SS Doldrum and they couldn’t miss it just because they weren’t as ready as they’d have liked to be.

      The freighter was a massive thing, and ugly. It looked like someone had strapped a thousand heavy freight containers to the thinnest, longest ship they could find.

      At the front of the Doldrum, the cockpit appeared to be no larger than the size of a shuttle. Stretching back from it was a long, spinal column-type frame of metal. It ran the length of the ship – easily ten times that of the Veritas II – before ending in a series of massive engines. Along the spine’s length, little branches jutted out like ribs. They curved down, cradling the ship’s cargo containers. A glowing field of light stretched between each rib, cocooning the cargo in what Kaiden was sure was an impassable energy field.

      Something moved along the freighter’s spine – several somethings, in fact – and then bursts of light began exploding all around the Veritas II.

      “I think they’ve guessed our intentions,” Zelda said, frowning as the ship shook and rocked.

      The pilot bobbed and weaved their ship, throwing off the aim of the Doldrum’s turrets, but even still, a blast detonated right beside them. Kaiden was thrown from his feet and rolled into the rear wall of the cockpit. Titus, who’d just started making his way back, slipped and slid to the rear of the main compartment again.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 20%

      

      

      “That wasn’t even a direct hit,” Acton said. “We’re not equipped for this. We need to disengage.”

      “We can’t beat this thing head-on,” Zelda said, using every handhold available as she eased her way into the main compartment. “Which is why we’re not going to fight it head-on.”

      Kaiden scrambled to his feet, then followed her, using the nailed-down seats to steady himself.

      “Boarding crew ready?” he shouted. The crawlid mercenaries they’d hired broke into a chittering series of nods and gestures. Standing on four segmented legs, their torsos rose proud with two arms jutting from their carapace-covered shoulders. Faces not unlike those of their cousins, the grachnids, jawed excitedly, mandibles clicking open and shut. They stood near as tall as Kaiden, and each was armed with some sort of gun that looked like a mix of machine and bug. Their armor was the same. In a few spots, it was hard to tell where it ended and the bugs began. Nonetheless, they each had oval-shaped bubble helmets with hoses connected to oxygen tanks on their hips. Even crawlids needed air to breathe, it seemed.

      The group was assembled at the front of the main compartment, right next to the exterior door. Kaiden’s gaze lingered on them a moment.

      
        
        Initiate boarding attempt?

      

      

      He selected the ‘yes’ option. As he did, a quadruple-braided metal-composite safety cord attached itself to everyone’s hips, chaining them together. The crawlids celebrated even more. Next, Kaiden shouted up to Acton.

      “Seal us up and line up the shot.”

      “With all too much pleasure.” A moment later, the door to the cockpit slid closed. Those at the rear of the main compartment did as well, each hissing shut.

      The Veritas II jerked several times in quick, controlled movements: the pilot lining up their trajectory.

      “Ready?” Zelda shouted.

      The crawlids chittered excitedly.

      “Ready!” Kaiden said, then clasped Titus’ outstretched hand and pulled him up beside him.

      “Ready,” the big man grunted.

      Another explosion outside the ship jerked them all to the side. The Veritas II rattled like it was going to come apart and the lights flickered.

      
        
        Shields offline: 0%

        Shield core overloaded!

        Hull Integrity: 68%

      

      

      “Get us out there!” Kaiden shouted.

      “Good riddance,” Acton said through comms, then presumably hit the switch. Before he’d even finished speaking, their plan kicked into motion as the exterior door of the ship snapped open. The pressurized space of the main compartment met the void of space and was sucked away instantly. They were sucked away with it.

      Kaiden tumbled end over end into the void of space. The suffocating dark was lit by green bursts of light and lasers – like a firework show, watched from within – and then his momentum whisked him away from the Veritas II. The corvette pulled a hard turn. As it did, the explosive turret fire chased after it. In its absence, Kaiden hurtled through the void in darkness.

      The silhouettes of the crawlids were just ahead, Zelda and Titus beside him. They all soared forward with the same velocity, which kept them locked together in a loose and unnatural-looking formation. The safety cord still linked them all together, but was slack.

      Just ahead, the freighter loomed, its spine still lit with bursts of light as it fired on the retreating Veritas II.

      The turrets don’t see us, right? Their energy signatures were too small to see on radar. He knew it was true, but still, he felt exposed. One blast from those massive guns would knock them right off course, assuming it didn’t also instantly kill them. Whether they could see them or not, the turrets’ attention was locked on the rapidly disappearing Veritas II.

      “Boarding party, do your thing,” Zelda said.

      In response, the lead crawlid fired a magnetic anchor at the freighter. It clamped on to the spine of the Doldrum, then snapped tight. The anchor was a nifty tool, and one they’d purchased specifically for this purpose. Normally it was used for towing ships, but they’d gotten the smallest version they could find and, luckily, it seemed Nova was okay with it being used in this manner.

      “This is gonna hurt,” Zelda said. “Brace your—”

      The line between them and the anchor snapped taut, then flung them all to the side as the momentum of the Doldrum took hold.

      They were thrown back, then slammed into the side of the ship one after the other. Kaiden’s health bar flashed down by ten percent, as did Titus’ and Zelda’s. The crawlids too took a bit of damage.

      Without hesitation, the lead crawlid flipped a switch on his armor and the line to the anchor began to wind up, reeling them in.

      The speed of the Doldrum was too great to resist, and while they inched ever-so-slowly forward, they were held pressed against the ship. Their armor scraped and sparked in what had to be the least intimidating boarding maneuver to have ever occurred.

      Some ships were specially designed for launching boarding parties. They came with torpedo-like tubes on the nose which allowed for targeted crew launches. The Veritas II was a corvette, though. It wasn’t meant for this sort of action. All the same, their pilot had done a fine job of lining up the shot. Not exactly on target – they still needed to scrape along the hull up to the door – but close enough.

      The freighter’s turrets had stopped firing by the time they reached the exterior door. The Veritas II was long gone. Hopefully the freighter thought it’d scared them off, though Kaiden knew it was hovering out there, just out of range, waiting for the signal they’d taken control of the freighter. Assuming they actually managed that.

      The lead crawlid reached the Doldrum’s airlock, then began cutting into it with a laser torch. The armor was thick and it took a good two minutes, but finally the hull gave way and they were in.

      They pulled themselves into the airlock then fell to the floor as the freighter’s artificial gravity took over. One of the crawlids sealed up the hole behind them with rapidly expanding goop, and then, slowly, the room began to pressurize. As air flowed back in, sound came with it. A piercing, howling siren.

      “Intruder alert,” Zelda said, covering her ears. “They know we’re here.”

      
        
        Location discovered: SS Doldrum

        Class: Large Transport (Freighter)

        Faction Alignment: Neutral

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Uninvited - 800 EXP!

        You’ve illegally boarded a vessel. You do realize there’s no retreat now, right? Did you even think this through?

      

      

      Disregarding the sarcastic achievement, they cut through the interior door next. It didn’t take long. The crawlid finished his work and they all scrambled through the interior door, out of the airlock and on to the freighter.

      Looking around them, Kaiden realized they were in the spine of the ship. To the left and right, a long hallway ran into the distance, eventually fading from view. Stacked along its length were piles of crates and other shipping containers. They were minuscule compared to the massive cargo containers they’d seen outside the ship.

      The alarm blaring above them finally fell silent, only to be replaced by a voice.

      “Attention, pirates! Any further hostile action will be met with overwhelming force. Retreat now, or you will be destroyed.”

      “Retreat?” Titus laughed. “Nah, how about this instead?” He turned toward the speaker broadcasting the voice. “The King Street boys say hello.” And with that, he smashed it with his hammer.
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      “The welcoming party’s on the way,” Kaiden said, gesturing with his hammer toward figures sprinting down the hallway. They were coming from the rear of the ship, where the engines and core control room would be. The core control room that, according the blueprints they'd been provided, needed to be disabled in order to cripple the freighter. There was no running from this fight; they had to go straight through the approaching defenders.

      Kaiden focused on them.

      
        
        Zalf (NPC)

        Ship Guard

        Faction: Crewman aboard the SS Doldrum

        Journeyman, tier 1

      

      

      
        
        Urtu Warde (NPC)

        Ship Guard

        Faction: Crewman aboard the SS Doldrum

        Journeyman, tier 2

      

      

      
        
        Ophelia (NPC)

        Ship Guard

        Faction: Crewman aboard the SS Doldrum

        Journeyman, tier 2

      

      

      
        
        Redurt Nonn (NPC)

        Ship Guard

        Faction: Crewman aboard the SS Doldrum

        Journeyman, tier 1

      

      

      
        
        Carnant (NPC)

        Ship Guard

        Faction: Crewman aboard the SS Doldrum

        Journeyman, tier 1

      

      

      “Just NPC ship guards,” Kaiden said, allowing himself a moment of relief. Despite the hours – days, even – that he’d put into Nova, he hadn’t fought a real player since the throwdown with Thorne. Worse, neither he, nor Zelda, nor Titus had taken on a group of real players. Without a doubt, though, the freighter would be defended by real players. That fight was inevitable. But for the time being, not yet a problem.

      “Ship guards won’t be a problem,” Titus said, activating his shield and hunching down into a fighting stance. “We should make quick work of them—”

      A piercing screech cut him short as their five crawlid mercenaries charged forward. Their insectile legs worked in a frenzy, stabbing at the metal floor to carry them forward.

      Thirty paces ahead of them, the guards unholstered several pistols and took aim at the insectoids.

      They should have stayed behind Titus’ shield, Kaiden thought, cringing. The crawlids had no cover. The hallway was long and narrow, punctuated by shallow indents leading to locked doors. It wasn’t a battleground that lent itself well to hiding from ranged attacks.

      The crawlids, as it seemed, disagreed.

      The guards fired, but their lasers blasted harmlessly to the floor as the crawlids scattered.

      As Kaiden watched, two of them ran up the left side wall, their barbed feet hooking into the metal and holding them upright. Another two scurried up the other wall, while the last jumped into the air, then latched on to the ceiling. The entire gravity-defying maneuver hardly slowed them at all.

      The guards took aim again, but even as they fired, the crawlids were dodging again, hopping from wall to ceiling, ceiling to floor, then back to the wall again in a flurry of scrabbling and screeching.

      Jumping to and fro like the largest, fiercest fleas Kaiden had ever seen, they closed the distance to the guards in moments. They arrived, then returned fire with their own weapons in echoing, booming blasts.

      The guards were armed with pistols, but the crawlids used some sort of close-range shotgun. They fired bursts of lasers similar to Zelda’s Scatter Shot ability. At such a close range, the weapons dealt massive damage. The enemies’ health began disappearing in chunks.

      “What are we waiting for?” Zelda asked, then fired an Improved Burst Arrow down the hall.

      “Right, sorry,” Kaiden said, shaking the amazement from his eyes. He’d known the crawlids were famed fighters when he’d hired them, but Nova hadn’t mentioned they were also world-class acrobats.

      “Can’t let them do all the work, eh?” he shouted to Titus, then charged into the fight.

      An errant laser streaked to one side and Kaiden stepped in front of it, catching it on his shield. His charge bar ticked up a few points. The next laser came right at him, as well as the one after that. Both slammed into and were absorbed by his shield. His charge was building to respectable levels now; he’d be able to use most of his skills at least once. But the lasers didn’t stop coming. More streaked in towards him. He ducked behind his shield, but it didn’t cover all of him. Several attacks still connected in showers of sparks. His health flashed and dropped to eighty-eight percent.

      I need to preserve my health, he thought, mind turning to the rest of the raid ahead. It was going to be anything but quick. Every little bit of damage he took could ruin their chances of success. I need to end this fight, preferably without taking more damage.

      Kaiden activated Blur.

      Energy surged across his body, fizzing and hissing as it enveloped him.

      
        
        Ability: Blur

        You discharge a small energy field so that your movements appear to blur, increasing your dodge chance by 25%. Does not affect the chances of AOE effects to hit you.

        Cost: 5 charge per second for 10 seconds

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      Two more shots were aimed at him, but they whizzed past without hitting. A third did hit him, though.

      A twenty-five percent dodge chance increase is still only a chance, he figured. But it’s time to put an end to this fight.

      Kaiden struck at the closest of the freighter’s guards with a hammer strike as he reached the scrum. The blow slammed into his shoulder and the already injured NPC’s health dropped. At nearly the same time, a crawlid mercenary fell from the ceiling, swung the barrel of its blaster around, and unloaded into the NPC’s back.

      
        
        Ship Guard Assisted Kill - 400 EXP!

      

      

      They’re surprisingly weak in combat, Kaiden thought, watching how quickly the guard went down. The Dorsey Boys must have been cheap in hiring help. All the better for us. He turned to the next-closest enemy.

      He’d just raised his hammer to attack when Titus came barreling through.

      
        
        Ability: Shield Charge

        Charge at double your speed for 3 seconds. Direct impacts deal 50% of base damage.

        Cost: 40 charge

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      His shield – near the same size as the guard in front of it – hit the NPC like an avalanche. The enemy’s health bar flashed, then dropped to half as a shockwave of force exploded out from the impact. But he wasn’t dead yet, and he wasn’t going down without a fight.

      The guard raised his pistol. The barrel glowed a moment, as if charging, then unleashed a rapid-fire burst of rounds. With screaming shrieks, they blasted into Titus. His health dropped to ninety-seven percent, then ninety-four, then ninety-one. He ducked behind his shield as the blasts continued, but the guard whipped to the side and drew Kaiden into his sights.

      A laser tore into his shoulder with an explosion of sparks. Kaiden glanced down to his health bar to see how much damage it’d done.

      Four percent damage per shot? That’s not terrible for a guard. Nothing to worry—

      Two more blasts slammed into him in with bursts of light and his health dropped by a further eight percent. He was down to seventy-six percent now. Almost in the orange.

      Okay, enough of this.

      Kaiden whipped his shield in front of him and caught the next two blasts on it. The guard’s attack wound down to leave his pistol’s barrel hissing with smoke.

      Kaiden smiled.

      “My turn.”

      He stepped forward and the guard panicked. He lashed out with his blaster, bludgeoning with it as if it were a club. Kaiden saw the blow coming and easily side-stepped it.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

      

      

      He brought his hammer down, aiming for the NPC’s head. It connected with a somewhat sickening crack as the man’s helmet split.

      
        
        +25% damage (Riposte x1)

        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (Headshot)

      

      

      The headshot dealt critical damage and, combined with Riposte, it was enough to finish off the guard Titus had already injured. The man’s health bar emptied and he collapsed to the floor.

      
        
        Ship Guard Assisted Kill - 400 EXP!

      

      

      “Nice shot,” Titus said, bumping into Kaiden with a shoulder and smiling as he turned toward the rest of the fight.

      Crawlids surged over the ceiling and walls, dodging laser blasts and returning fire of their own with booming shots from their shotgun-like weapons. Before Kaiden’s eyes, however, the fighting calmed. Only two of the guards were still standing, and even as he moved to attack them, they fell. One was tackled to the floor as the crawlids swarmed him.

      
        
        Ship Guard Assisted Kill - 400 EXP!

      

      

      The other guard was charging his pistol when a Warden’s Bolt from Zelda arced in from the side.

      
        
        Ability: Warden’s Bolt

        Discharge a bolt of lightning that jumps to multiple targets within range of the impact target. Initial range 50 feet, jump range 10 feet. Deals +150% base damage, reducing by half with each successive jump.

        Cost: 25 charge

        Cooldown: 30 seconds

      

      

      The bolt’s crackling lightning caught the crewman in the shoulder, then tore through his body. With no living targets, his health bar fell to empty in a storm of snapping and popping electricity.

      
        
        Ship Guard Assisted Kill - 400 EXP!

      

      

      The last guard died and the crawlids set to scouring the bodies. For a moment, Kaiden wasn’t sure what they were doing, until inventory notifications started popping up in the corner of his vision.

      They’re looting for us! Nice. He was starting to really like these crawlid mercenaries.

      “All right, enough gawking. We’ve work to do yet,” Zelda said, corralling the crawlids into a group and urging them down the hallway. “We’re on the clock here.”

      “The core, right,” Kaiden said, sprinting down the hallway toward the rear of the ship. “The sooner we take it offline, the sooner the Veritas II can come back and support us. Let’s get to it.”

      As they’d seen from the outside, the freighter wasn’t a particularly complex design. The hallway which ran its length, acting as a sort of spine for the ship, was long and straight. Several doors opened off to either side, but likely only to additional storage rooms. Their focus was the core and that was located at the very rear of the ship, nearest the engines in order to supply power directly and, Kaiden didn’t doubt, in massive amounts. A ship of this size needed it.

      Another group of guards emerged from a side hallway, but were put down as quickly as the others. Kaiden fought carefully, trying not to take any more damage. They’d not restocked on stimpaks since using them when they were still wardens. Until he leveled up, he was stuck with the health he had.

      Once the guards were finished off, they finished their sprint to the end of the ship and found themselves facing the door to the core control room. Kaiden had expected a bit more resistance, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized the Dorsey Boys hadn’t expected anyone to be able to board the ship. Its exterior defenses were near impregnable. They’d only gotten past them thanks to their near-insane boarding maneuver. Most pirates would have gone for a more straightforward approach of disabling the ship from without, then boarding. The freighter’s defenses weren’t designed to repel an attack of this sort.

      The door to the core room was locked, but it had a health bar, which made it obvious that attaining the passcode to unlock it was an optional way to enter. A firing line of crawlids blasted a hole through the reinforced metal soon enough.

      Inside, three crew members were waiting, defending the core with wrenches and power tools. Kaiden felt a little bad as their group made quick work of them. The guards from earlier had hardly been a challenge. In comparison, these three didn’t stand a chance.

      “That just leaves the core,” Kaiden said, turning to face the thing. He hadn’t spent a lot of time around the Veritas II’s core so it felt like he was seeing the power source for the first time.

      A tube of opaque glass four times as wide as Titus ran from floor to ceiling. Encased within was some sort of glowing power source. Raw energy, maybe. Kaiden wasn’t sure. What he was sure of, however, was that disabling the core was the surest and quickest way to strip the freighter of power. The control panel in front of the tube allowed them to do just that.

      Zelda clicked through its options quickly, then stepped back. The light inside the core seemed to scream for a moment, boiling and swirling. A moment later, it went dark. Blinked out of existence, just like that, and with it, all of the power to the freighter. The lights went out. The engines whirred to a stop. The artificial gravity stayed on, though, probably powered by an emergency core. Life support stayed on as well. After several long seconds, emergency lights flickered on, lining the walls where they met the floor and just illuminating a path back up the hallway.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Hostile Takeover

        Stage 1: Disable the freighter SS Doldrum

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 5,000 EXP, 2,000 credits

      

      

      
        
        Level 23 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      
        
        Ability unlocked: Improved Enhanced Senses (replaces Enhanced Senses)

      

      

      The ship crew hadn’t done much damage to him, but all the same, Kaiden was grateful for having his health restored to max by the level up. They still hadn’t encountered the players that would no doubt be defending the freighter. That was a big fight yet to come.

      For the moment, he pushed that thought from his mind and opened his character sheet. He assigned a point to dexterity, then, on a whim, considered assigning one to strength and another to endurance. Up until now, he’d been focus-leveling dexterity as it was most critical to his class. At some point, though, he probably needed to branch out a bit. But that was something he’d need to sit down and consider. Right now, he didn’t have time. He assigned the last two points to dexterity and made a mental note to reevaluate his character sheet when he had time.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 23

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 38 (+2)Intelligence: 32

        Endurance: 38Perception: 32

        Dexterity: 86 (+2)Unassigned: 0

        Abilities

        Kickback, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Lightspeed, Improved Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      “New abilities?” Kaiden said, sending a screenshot of his Improved Enhanced Senses ability to the others. Thus far, he’d only used Enhanced Senses sparingly. The new and improved version seemed like it’d have much more wide-ranging applicability, though.

      
        
        Ability: Improved Enhanced Senses

        Senses are honed to the point where the user can sense incoming threats before they occur. Player is alerted when they or a party member are targeted by a ranged attack, and also gains a 50% chance to detect traps. All other effects remain unchanged.

      

      

      “Oh, that looks sweet,” Titus said, no doubt reading Kaiden’s new ability. “But let me hit you with this bad boy.” He smirked, then sent over a screenshot.

      
        
        Ability: Reflection

        Reflects 20% of damage absorbed by the warden’s shield back against the attacker for 10 seconds.

        Cost: 20 charge

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      “No kidding,” Kaiden said, reading over it a second time. They were starting to unlock some seriously powerful abilities. Combat from here on out was going to be interesting.

      Zelda sent her screenshot last, without remark.

      
        
        Ability: Improved Kinetic Grenade (replaces Kinetic Grenade)

        Adds the option to add a four-second timer to the grenade. The orb of energy will bounce off objects until the timer runs out, then it will detonate.

      

      

      That could be useful, Kaiden thought, envisioning the ways it could be used. Zelda could charge the grenade, then toss it around a corner, or from behind cover. Essentially, she could use one of her strongest attacks without ever exposing herself to fire.

      “How’s your aim?” Kaiden asked Zelda, feeling a smirk pull across his face. “Cause bouncing that grenade around corners or off of walls is going to be awesome. I’m a little jealous.”

      “Should’ve picked a better class,” she said, returning his smirk.

      
        
        **Update**

        Quest: Hostile Takeover

        Stage 2: Take control of the freighter SS Doldrum

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 5,000 EXP, 2,000 credits

      

      

      “Looks like that’s our cue,” Kaiden said, then opened a comm channel to the Veritas II. “The core’s offline, Acton. You’re clear to come back now and start pecking away at the freighter’s defenses.” It would take forever for the Veritas II to destroy the freighter, but doing so would help build their crew’s experience, not to mention their own. While Acton got started on that, they still needed to complete the quest.

      “Time to take the bridge,” Kaiden said, exiting the core room and turning his eyes toward the hallway. And the far end of the ship, the bridge waited. If they could take it, they’d have control of the ship. But things were never that easy.

      Kaiden could just make out a large group of enemies running toward them down the hallway.

      “More company incoming,” he said, then ducked out of sight behind one of the stacks of crates littering the space. Everyone else did the same.

      “It looks like they have players with them,” Zelda said, peering out from behind her cover.

      She was right. As Kaiden looked closer, he could make out three players among what appeared to be a group of mercenaries.

      “They showed us their hospitality,” Titus said, pulling Kaiden back down behind the crate. He smiled. “What say we set a little welcoming party of our own?”
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      “Well, hello there, guys. Out for a stroll?” Titus said with a nod to the approaching security force as he walked unhurriedly out from behind the crate.

      “A free warden turned pirate?” the foremost of the group questioned. “Now that’s not a sight you see every day. Seems prison didn’t straighten you out after all. The Warden Corps’ gonna quite pleased when I deliver your corpse to them.”

      “Big words from a Dorsey Boy,” Titus said and crossed his arms.

      The group’s spokesman frowned at that.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      Kaiden focused on him.

      
        
        W4rdog_7

        Class: Cybernetic Knight

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 25

      

      

      
        
        Quick Facts: One of the most popular player class choices, Cybernetic Knights are essential to any fighting force. Prized for their ability to specialize as a damage per second (DPS) specialist or tank, their customizability makes them ideal as front-line fighters.

      

      

      Judging from the massive hammer he’s carrying, I’d hazard a guess he chose DPS, Kaiden thought, scouring the player for any information that might help them in the fight to come.

      “He’s the DPS,” Kaiden relayed to the others through their private comm channel. Behind W4rdog_7 stood a group of ten human mercenaries. Kaiden’s visor told him they were journeyman rank, tier two. So, a bit stronger than our mercenaries at journeyman tier one. Not great odds. But still a boon. Had the Dorsey Boys been expecting so bold a boarding attempt, they might have hired stronger mercenaries. But that wasn’t all of the approaching group. Two more players stepped up beside W4rdog_7 as he came to a stop, staring down Titus.

      
        
        Bixo

        Class: Cybernetic Knight

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 24

      

      

      Another knight. Where W4rdog_7 carried a hammer, Bixo was armed with a pair of gauntlets. Smooth, scaled metal covered their surface along his forearms, and further down, small prongs with flat heads protruded ever so slightly from his knuckles.

      I’ll take a wild guess that he’s the tank, Kaiden thought, then focused on the last player.

      
        
        Akela

        Class: Medic

        Faction: Unaffiliated

        Level: 23

      

      

      A medic, huh? Now that’s interesting. We haven’t seen one of those in combat yet. We’ll need to prioritize him to win the fight quickly.

      An explosion from outside drew everyone’s attention.

      “Sounds like the cavalry’s arrived,” Titus said, a goading edge to his voice.

      “What? That pathetic corvette of yours? Even with our shields down, it’ll take an hour or more until it even gets through our armor. And once we get our core back online, we'll blast it to pieces anyway. If that’s your cavalry, you’re done for, warden,” W4rdog_7 said, then raised his hammer. “Where are your friends? The corps pays a handsome bounty on captured pirates and I could use a payday.”

      “My friends? Oh, they’re in the engine room,” Titus said, gesturing over his shoulder. “Taking apart your engines piece by broken piece. But we don’t need to bother them with this. I’m more than enough for you all.” Kaiden couldn’t see his face, but he could tell from the tone of his voice that Titus was smiling, giving that frighteningly confident grin he wore all too well when needed.

      “That’s rich,” W4rdog_7 said. “I’m going to—”

      “Enough talk,” Bixo cut in. “We’ve a schedule to keep. Every moment the engines are down costs us.”

      W4rdog_7 nodded at that, then lunged forward and slammed his hammer into the ground. Kaiden’s visor displayed information on the attack automatically. Previously, it’d shown him every detail about attacks from allies or those in his group, but for enemy players, it appeared to only give a basic summary.

      
        
        Ability: Concussive Strike

        A forceful strike that travels along the ground for a short distance, dealing direct and knockback damage to any enemy in its path.

      

      

      The attack connected with an explosion of light and a surge of energy rushed along the floor, headed directly for Titus. The big man flicked his shield on and leaned into the attack.

      It slammed into Titus’ shield, then tossed him aside like a toy and kept going. It met the far wall in an explosion of rending metal and fire.

      Titus landed on his back several feet away, his health down to eighty-three percent.

      Seventeen percent damage from one attack! This DPS knight isn’t playing around.

      It took all Kaiden had not to rush out to his friend’s defense. But they had a plan and he needed to stick to it. It was the only way they were going to win this fight in which they were so outnumbered.

      Titus rolled lithely to his feet and laughed.

      “That all you got?”

      W4rdog_7 growled, raised his hammer, and charged. The human mercenaries charged with him.

      “You ready, Zelda?” Kaiden asked, looking over to her. She was crouched beside him, but even as he asked the question, he could tell she wasn’t. Not yet, at least.

      As soon as the fight had started, she’d technically entered combat. As such, she’d been gaining charge through her static Atmospheric Charge ability. She‘d also just stopped moving, locking her feet in place. She was trying to enter Sniper Mode.

      “Give me five more seconds, Titus,” she said. “Almost there.”

      The big man grunted his understanding, wasting no time in lashing out at the nearest mercenary.

      The mercenaries were all armed with some sort of electrified swords. Kaiden vaguely recalled a raged berserker carrying an axe like that when they’d encountered them what felt forever ago. He focused his visor on one of the swords.

      
        
        Arc Blade

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Durability: 100%

        +5% damage

        +2% attack speed

        +5% stamina drain

      

        

      
        Quick facts: The electricity that gives arc blades their name boosts the blades’ damage, attack speed, and adds a special ability of draining the stamina of a foe on a successful attack. Arc blades will overload and damage the wielder when doused in water or met with a stronger electrical current.

      

      

      “Note to self, and everyone else: try not to get hit by those blades,” Kaiden said.

      A swipe caught Titus in the back, then a stab worked under his shield and jabbed into his stomach. His armor stopped both attacks, but they dealt damage nonetheless. At the blades’ touch, Titus was racked with a burst of electricity. His health dropped to seventy-seven percent, almost into the orange.

      Grunting through the damage, Titus backed away from the human mercenaries. With every moment that passed, he retreated closer to the crates concealing Kaiden and the others. Each step led his attackers into the trap, and was one more second gone on Zelda’s Sniper Mode timer. She had to be ready by now, right?

      “Bring ‘em in,” Zelda said to Titus through their private comm channel.

      And then W4rdog_7 intervened.

      
        
        Ability: Wind-Up Swing

        A slow but powerful attack that requires a wind up. Deals direct and knockback damage on a successful hit.

      

      

      The enemy knight gripped his hammer in two hands, then swung it like a baseball bat. Instead of aiming for Titus, though, he spun all the way around once, then twice, then stepped in and slammed the blow into Titus. Again, another knockback ability.

      Titus’ health bar dropped well into the orange – down to sixty-two percent – and he was flung into the air. He flew past the destroyed door to the core room and right into the wall. His armor slammed into it with a metallic clang and he dropped to the floor.

      W4rdog_7 grinned as he advanced, shaking out his shoulders.

      “You picked the wrong fight, warden.”

      His human mercenaries followed. Several steps behind them, the other knight, Bixo, and the medic, Akela, advanced.

      “All right, enough of this,” Kaiden said, clenching a hand. He couldn’t stand by and watch Titus get beat up on, even if it was just a game. “Time to divide and conquer. Hit ‘em, Zelda.”

      “As much as I’ve enjoyed watching the big man get humbled, it’s time we joined in,” she said.

      She was in Sniper Mode now, her hammer barrel extended and her feet planted and she’d gained enough charge from Atmospheric Charge to use her Improved Kinetic Grenade. It was on the end of her hammer now, a ball of burning light.

      As they advanced on Titus, W4rdog_7 and his human mercenaries had walked right past the crates Kaiden and Zelda were hiding behind – not to mention the crawlids latched to the ceiling. Now the group stood looking down at Titus, the open door to the core room on one side.

      “Hit it, Titus,” Kaiden said.

      W4rdog_7 swung his hammer down at the big man, but Titus rolled to the side and out of the way. He rose to his feet, then activated Shield Charge, aiming right for the middle of the group.

      W4rdog_7 managed to duck out of the way, but the mercenaries weren’t so quick. Titus went through them like a wrecking ball. The first two were knocked aside, but the remaining members of the group were thrown backwards, flying through the air, or tripping and rolling into the core room. Their health bars flashed and dropped an insignificant amount.

      As soon as he’d finished the charge, Titus turned and sprinted out of the core room.

      “Incoming,” Zelda shouted, then swung her hammer. The grenade slipped free, then bounced along the floor, once, twice, then skipped into the core room.

      The mercenaries had one long second to stare at it, surprise in their eyes, before it exploded with a shockwave followed by a wash of flame. The fire licked at Titus’ back as he sprinted out of the way.

      “Toasty!” he joked, but Kaiden wasn’t smiling.

      He’d expected the grenade to take down several of the mercenaries, help even the odds some. He’d received no kill notifications, though. They’d all survived. Hopefully they were at least severely damaged. Through the thick, dense smoke he couldn’t see much. Either way, they had a plan, and sticking to it was how they were going to win.

      “Your turn,” he said, nodding up to the crawlids.

      They screeched, then dropped from the ceiling in a series of heavy clunks. W4rdog_7 shouted and recoiled, but the crawlids paid him no mind. Instead, they charged into the core room, weapons ablaze.

      Through the dense smoke came screams and shouts, shotgun blasts and hissing swords. The first kill notification ticked in, then another. The crawlids were doing their job well. But from the sound of things, they were taking their own losses as well. Sure enough, moments later, the first of the crawlids’ death notifications ticked in.

      
        
        Crawlid Mercenary Ally Slain!

      

      

      As attached as he’d become to the insectile mercenaries, Kaiden couldn’t worry about them right then. They had their job, and he had his.

      Titus arrived next to him, then turned back toward W4rdog_7. The knight scowled at them but readied his hammer. Bixo arrived beside him. He slammed his gauntlets together, knuckle to knuckle, and two small bracer-like energy shields appeared on the ends of them.

      Behind the two knights, Akela drew her medic gun – a slim pistol with a stimpak launcher attachment under the barrel.

      “Well,” Kaiden said, raising his hammer. “What are we waiting for?”
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      W4rdog_7 roared, then charged, hammer held high above his head. It came crashing down with an explosion of force, but Kaiden side-stepped, just dodging the blow.

      “They have a medic, a tank, and a DPS knight,” he said through the private comm channel as he landed a hammer strike on his opponent’s exposed side. “We need a strategy. How do we do this?”

      “Crush them as quickly as possible?” Titus suggested, advancing toward the scrum, shield held at the ready.

      “While I like that thought, we might need a plan that’s a bit more specific,” Zelda said, then fired a blast from her hammer.

      It whizzed over Kaiden’s head, straight toward the medic, but was blocked by Bixo as he caught it on one of his little bracer-like shields. He grunted at the impact and Kaiden saw his health bar flash. Apparently, Zelda’s Sniper Mode was strong enough to deal damage even through his shields. Or his shields didn’t block full damage. Either way, that seemed promising.

      W4rdog_7 ripped his hammer from the floor, then swung it in a sweeping blow toward Kaiden, who raised his shield just in time. The attack slammed into him and pushed him backwards along the floor until he bumped into the wall. A second blow followed and Kaiden cowered beneath his shield. The hammer’s head impacted the energy field surface with an echoing thud, but stopped. Kaiden’s shield flickered once.

      Almost overloaded already! I can’t block many more hits from this guy.

      The upside, though, was the attacks had filled his charge bar almost entirely. Ninety percent charged. He had his pick of attacks now.

      W4rdog_7 reared back to strike again, but Kaiden was quicker. He turned his shoulder to the wall so his back was facing Zelda and Titus, then activated Kickback.

      Energy flowed through Kaiden’s armor and into his hammer where it built up, crackling and glowing. He slammed the weapon into the ground and was thrown backwards in a burst of light.

      As he launched away, he saw W4rdog_7’s health flash, then drop.

      Ninety-three percent. It’s going to take a lot more to bring this guy down.

      W4rdog_7 didn’t let him get far, however. By the time Kaiden’s feet were on the ground, the DPS knight was on him again.

      Kaiden backpedaled further, falling past Titus and ending up beside Zelda. W4rdog_7 followed right along.

      He’s overextended, Kaiden realized, seeing Bixo the tank and Akela the medic still back where they’d started the fight. They didn’t seem to be doing much besides watching. Did they really think W4rdog_7 could handle the fight on his own? If so, Kaiden intended to show them just how mistaken they were.

      “Their DPS knight is overextended,” Kaiden said through comms. “If we take him down, they’ll lose their best attacker. We can pick off the other two at our leisure.”

      “Focusing fire!” Zelda shouted by way of response, then swung her barrel toward W4rdog_7 and fired an Improved Burst Arrow into his chest.

      His health dropped to eighty-nine percent.

      Titus stepped up and activated Shield Bash, stunning the DPS knight for two seconds. He followed with a hammer strike to the head and Kaiden joined him, lunging forward and doing the same.

      
        
        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (headshot)

      

      

      Another Improved Burst Arrow from Zelda screamed in and slammed into the DPS knight’s chest. The combined attacks had him down to seventy-six percent.

      Now we’re getting somewhere!

      Something small and near invisible hissed through the air, then stuck in the back of W4rdog_7. A dart or something? Kaiden wasn’t sure. But as he watched, the DPS knight’s health swelled back to ninety percent. Behind him, Akela, the medic, reloaded her syringe gun.

      “Oh, that’s just not fair,” Kaiden growled.

      W4rdog_7 smiled, then attacked with an upward swing of his hammer. Its head was burning with intense flames, but the blow passed between Kaiden and Titus, missing. Or so Kaiden thought, until he realized they hadn’t been the targets.

      
        
        Ability: Involuntary Launch

        A flaming, upward strike that travels a small distance. Enemies hit are dealt damage. Enemies up to three levels above the attacker are launched into the air.

      

      

      The attack manifested in a burning pinwheel that rushed toward Zelda. In Sniper Mode, there was nothing she could do to get out of the way. The flames rolled into her, then sucked her from the ground and threw her into the ceiling.

      Her health flashed from the attack, then again from the impact of the ceiling and floor.

      Down to seventy-eight percent!

      She was a ranged class, after all. An attack from a DPS was sure to be crippling. And that had only been a pseudo-ranged attack. Kaiden shuddered to imagine what would happen from a full-on blow.

      “That kicked me out of Sniper Mode,” Zelda said, rising to her feet. “I need time to get back into it.”

      But time was something they didn’t have.

      W4rdog_7 was bearing down on Zelda.

      “Not so fast, big guy.” Titus whipped a hand toward his back and activated Energy Grip. A semi-solid lasso wrapped around him, then pulled tight as Titus yanked backward.

      W4rdog_7 let out a yelp as he was dragged off his feet and came sliding to a stop between Titus and Kaiden.

      “You two again?” he growled.

      “Us again,” Kaiden said with a nod, then gave him a hammer strike to the head.

      
        
        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (headshot)

      

      

      Titus attacked as well, battering the DPS knight. Under the barrage, his health dropped to eighty, then seventy-five, then all the way down to sixty percent. Another hissing whizz slipped through the air, though, and then there was a stimpack syringe in the knight’s shoulder. He smiled as his health filled back to eighty-five percent.

      “That’s getting really annoyin—” Kaiden started, but was cut short as W4rdog_7 spun in a circle, knocking them both over with his hammer.

      “We need a new plan,” Zelda said, keeping her distance as she rained shots down on the DPS knight. Each did a decent amount of damage, but what did it matter when the medic could just undo ninety percent of it with a single syringe?

      How many of those things does she have? Kaiden wondered, turning to face her. She was a step to the side of Bixo now, but clearly ready to duck behind the tank at the first sign of an incoming attack.

      “I don’t know how long she can keep this up,” Titus said, scowling toward the medic as he rose to his feet. “And I don’t care to find out.”

      “Agreed,” Kaiden said, splitting his attention between W4rdog_7 and Akela. “Titus, can you hold things down here? Keep the DPS knight busy? I think I can use my speed to get around the tank and attack the medic.”

      “Kill her, please,” Titus growled, then swung his hammer at W4rdog_7.

      “Zelda, keep harassing them. Any chance you get, take a shot.”

      In response, she fired a Warden’s Bolt at the tank and medic duo. Bixo crossed his arms and tried to absorb the attack with his shields. Nonetheless, it jumped to the next target, like it was supposed to, and fried Akela.

      Her health dropped to eighty-five percent.

      Now we’re getting somewhere. Let’s see if we can’t finish it, huh?

      Kaiden activated one of his newer abilities.

      
        
        Ability: Lightspeed

        Dangerous levels of energy are channeled into your leg implants, increasing movement speed by 200% for 10 seconds. You will take double damage if hit during Lightspeed.

        Cost: 30 charge

        Cooldown: 1 minute

      

      

      He surged past the DPS knight, moving so quickly the world seemed to blur around him. One thing was clear, though: his target. Akela raised her syringe gun and closed one eye, taking aim at him.

      Kaiden didn’t know what the medic was planning to shoot at him, but he did know getting hit by it was probably a bad idea. Thanks to Improved Enhanced Senses a ping sounded in his ears, loud and clear.

      
        
        Targeted by ranged attack.

      

      

      Kaiden listened to the prompts and swerved to the side. He never saw the medic pull the trigger, but a spiraling laser whipped past over his shoulder, just missing him.

      
        
        Ability: Shock the Senses

        A stream of nanobots burrow into your target, disorienting them and lowering their movement speed and attack accuracy for five seconds. On critical hits, attack deals damage as well.

      

      

      A debuff, then? That seemed appropriate. If the medic class could heal its allies, it made sense it could weaken its enemies, too. Let’s see you weaken anything after this, Kaiden thought, sprinting into melee range.

      He lashed out with a hammer strike, aimed at the medic’s head.

      But Bixo was in the way. The moment it had taken Kaiden to dodge the medic’s attack had been enough to negate the benefit of his enhanced speed, and Bixo had been ready.

      One of his bucklers shot out and caught Kaiden’s blow. His second one punched forward and caught Kaiden in the stomach. A shockwave of force knocked Kaiden several steps back and, with the debuff from Lightspeed active, dropped his health down into the yellow. Not a moment later, Lightspeed wore off.

      Thanks. You couldn’t have done that before he attacked me?

      Another ping sounded in Kaiden’s ears.

      
        
        Ally targeted by ranged attack.

      

      

      Akela had her syringe gun pointed at Titus’ exposed back now.

      “Titus! Watch your back!” Kaiden shouted.

      Akela pulled the trigger.

      
        
        Ability: Paralyzing Dose

        Target takes some damage and is stunned for three seconds.

      

      

      Titus spun toward the attack.

      
        
        Ability: Reflection: Reflects 20% of damage absorbed by the warden’s shield back against the attacker for 10 seconds.

        Cost: 20 energy

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      His shield wavered, then became seemingly fluid, its energy field warping and rolling in a burst of waves. He blocked the syringe dart. It hit the shield, then sank into it slowly, as if swallowed. The shield flashed, then fired an electric blast back at Akela. It caught her in the shoulder, dealing negligible damage.

      Titus wasn’t done, though. He whipped back to face W4rdog_7 and blocked his next attack. As he did, his shield’s surface rolled like the sea in a storm, then another burst of electricity shot from it and into the DPS knight’s stomach.

      “Ooh, clever,” W4rdog_7 said, backing away and holding his hammer in a defensive position. “Bet that ability wears off in a few seconds. I can wait it out.”

      While he did, Bixo flicked his attention between Kaiden and Zelda, making sure neither was about to attack the medic, no doubt.

      Glancing down for a moment, Kaiden skimmed the combat notifications that had been pouring in. It looked like the crawlids were doing good work in the core room. Not without cost, though. Hopefully they could at least keep the guards distracted long enough to finish this fight.

      Still edging away from Titus’ shield, W4rdog_7 paused, then frowned.

      “I can’t attack you. But that doesn’t mean...” He turned and struck toward Zelda, throwing another Involuntary Launch attack at her. Akela also fired a shot from her weapon.

      A cry and a thunk told Kaiden both landed. Zelda's health dropped to forty-five percent, but she was still alive. She responded by firing another burst of shots at the DPS knight.

      This needs to end. Like, two minutes ago.

      Kaiden rushed Akela and Bixo.

      The tank turned to face him. Kaiden rushed to one side, then the other, trying to juke the slower player and slip past him. Bixo wound up for an attack, but it was a slow thing, requiring a moment to charge. Kaiden saw his opportunity and ducked under it and past the tank.

      The medic backpedaled, trying to stay out of attack range. She wasn’t fast enough.

      Kaiden caught her with a hammer strike to the shoulder, then another to the chest. Both attacks took chunks out of her health. She was deep in the yellow now. A few more good blows and she’d go down.

      Then Bixo was back, clapping his bucklers together edge to edge and aiming to smash Kaiden’s head between them. Kaiden reeled back just in time and the attack missed.

      “Almost got me,” he taunted, smiling at Bixo, then spinning to the side and attacking the medic again.

      All the while, the sounds of combat echoed from behind. Explosive Burst Arrows lit up the hallway with burning blue light, while the explosive collision of W4rdog_7’s hammer against Titus’ shield resounded through the space.

      One of the DPS knight’s blows must have gotten around his shield, because out of the corner of his eye, Kaiden saw Titus bowled over, health bar flashing.

      “You got it under control back there, big guy?”

      “Thought I did, but maybe not,” Titus grunted. From the sound of his voice, he was focusing all of his effort on the fight. And still losing. Kaiden needed to take down this medic, and fast.

      Bixo made to attack, but an Improved Burst Arrow from Zelda caught him in the chest first. He didn’t budge, though, somehow staying in front of Akela.

      Kaiden used the distraction to activate Kickback again. Bixo might have been bodily blocking him, but the attack dealt area of effect damage.

      Bixo was hardly affected by the blow, but Akela lost another chunk of health.

      Man, she’s squishy. But that made sense; the medic class would be overpowered otherwise, what with its annoying propensity for healing.

      Kickback launched Kaiden backward, but he wasted no time after landing. The ability had moved him fifteen feet back, meaning he was far enough away to use Hammer Toss. The attack whipped toward Akela. It was on track for a headshot – and a potentially lethal one at that – but Bixo stepped into it. He missed the block with his buckler, and the attack thunked off his forehead.

      
        
        Hammer Toss hit!

        +100% damage

      

      

      The blow actually did a decent amount of damage to the tank. Combined with the beating he’d been taking from Zelda raining down shots on him whenever he was distracted, his health was approaching the yellow.

      Akela fixed that quick enough.

      
        
        Ability: Decontamination Shower

        All allies within range are cured of any debuffs and minorly healed.

      

      

      Apparently, that also included Akela. Her and Bixo’s health rose by around fifteen percent.

      “I can’t keep this guy occupied much longer,” Titus shouted from behind. “He hits too hard.” As if to punctuate his words, something exploded and Kaiden saw Titus’ health drop to fifty-five percent. The DPS knight made to go at Zelda, but Titus jumped to his feet and pulled him back with an Energy Grip.

      The knight's health was in the orange, but there was still some way to go before he'd be out of the fight. And on his own, Titus would likely go down first.

      This ends now.

      Kaiden shouted out the plan as it entered his mind. There wasn’t time to doubt it, or question it, only time to make it happen.

      “Titus, Shield Charge the DPS knight away from Zelda! Zelda, get into Sniper Mode.”

      He didn’t wait to see if they listened. He trusted they would. It was why they worked so well as a team.

      “I’m gonna give you a shot at this medic,” Kaiden shouted back to Zelda. “Don’t miss.”

      “I won’t.” There was a determination in her voice that would have sent goosebumps over his skin had this been real life.

      This was going to hurt, he knew. He’d be exposed to at least one attack, but likely more. There didn’t seem to be any other way to end the fight, though.

      Kaiden darted in toward the tank and led with a hammer strike. Bixo raised his bucklers and blocked it. Kaiden took a step back as if to retreat, then changed course and stepped forward again.

      The attack surprised Bixo and left him stunned in place. But that was just step one. Next, Kaiden activated Flash Bang. It took three seconds to charge – one second too long to get it off without being hit.

      Akela shot a syringe into his shoulder. It did very minor damage, but the room began to shake and swirl around him. His accuracy was no doubt blown to pieces. But that was okay. He didn’t need to be accurate to make Flash Bang work.

      Bixo came out of the stun and smashed his bucklers into Kaiden’s head. His health flashed severely, then dropped. Another strike from Bixo and Kaiden was left staring as his health fell into the red. Pretty much any strong attack would be enough to finish him off.

      It didn’t matter, though. Flash Bang was charged.

      It detonated in a burst of burning light.

      Bixo recoiled, shouting as his hands worked at his eyes. Akela made a similar movement, groaning and stumbling backwards.

      “The window’s open, Zelda!” She’d have five seconds before the ability wore off.

      Kaiden turned to find her taking aim, but the DPS knight was bearing down on her.

      “Titus!” Kaiden shouted.

      “I’m on it,” the big man said, but did nothing, standing several paces behind the charging knight.

      “Titus!”

      “I said I’m on it!” Again, he did nothing.

      W4rdog_7 was steps away from Zelda now, a moment from crushing her with a surely lethal blow. His hammer burst into flame as he raised it high overhead.

      “Finally!” Titus’ hand lashed out and the familiar energy lasso shot from it, then bound W4rdog_7 and dragged him backwards.

      “Energy Grip was on cooldown,” Titus explained, then brought his hammer down on the knight’s head. He struck out with more attacks, but Zelda caught Kaiden's attention.

      “Bye, bye,” she said, then pulled the trigger on a Kinetic Grenade.

      Kaiden ducked away as the grenade arced through the air, bounced once, then rolled between the stunned Bixo and Akela. It exploded with such force as to leave Kaiden’s ear’s ringing.

      
        
        Medic Akela assisted kill – 5,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      Somehow, Bixo was still standing. His health was far into the red, though. Kaiden stepped up and, fighting through his blurry, shifting vision, tried to headshot the tank with a hammer strike. Both missed the head, but clunked down on his shoulders. Kaiden kept swinging, aiming for headshots. The debuff from Akela stopped him from landing any, but the weak attacks did enough damage all the same. Bixo’s health plummeted to zero and he collapsed.

      
        
        Cybernetic Knight Bixo assisted kill – 5,500 EXP gained!

      

      

      “No!” W4rdog_7 shouted, seeing his companions limp on the floor. “You bastards!” He snarled, facing Titus, then Kaiden, then finally Zelda. “I can’t beat you all, but I can send your friend on a mandatory vacation.” He lunged forward, looking to finish off the already weakened Zelda.

      The knight’s health was in the red now – Titus had been doing good work while Kaiden distracted the medic enough to prevent her from healing – but he had the potential to hit hard. It wouldn't take much more than one good hit to kill Zelda. She was in Sniper Mode, though, so retreat wasn't an option. Instead, she did the only thing she could: attack. She fired a Scatter Shot directly into his chest.

      
        
        Ability: Scatter Shot

        Fires an expanding spray of 10 energy blasts, each dealing 30% of base damage. Cost: 35 charge

        Cooldown: 1 minute

      

      

      At such close range, all ten of the energy blasts hit W4rdog_7 in the chest. With the extra damage of Sniper Mode, and the damage already done, it was too much. His hammer slipped from his hands and he came down from his leap like a sack of rocks and clattered to the floor.

      
        
        Cybernetic Knight W4rdog_7 assisted kill – 6,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      “How’s that for a vacation?” Zelda asked, then lowered her hammer. “Punk.”

      
        
        Quest Complete: Hostile Takeover

        Stage 2: Take control of the freighter SS Doldrum

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 5,000 EXP, 2,000 credits
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      All of the crawlid mercenaries had died valiantly in battle. Kaiden was proud of them, and sad for their loss. A strange thing, to be sad over some NPCs who’d never been alive in the first place. Still, he’d grown fond of the insectoids in their short time together. They had certainly gone out with a bang, though. Despite being outnumbered and underleveled, they’d taken almost all of the guards with them. Only one of the enemy NPCs had emerged from the smoking wreckage of the core room and he’d been easily put down by a hammer strike from Titus. The crawlids had done more than Kaiden could have ever asked of them.

      When Acton and the Veritas II had arrived – safely, since the Doldrum’s power was offline – his scans had detected one more player aboard. Whoever he was, he’d made a run for it. Tried to use an escape pod and jettison into the abyss. A few shots from the Veritas II had put an end to that.

      And, somehow, that was that. The ship was theirs. But no, not just a ship; an entire freighter.  Well, sans a core room and most of its crew. And the last of the crew, before fleeing, had destroyed about everything they could on the way out. The result was just a floating hull with a lot of cargo inside. All the same, Kaiden still couldn’t believe it. It wasn’t supposed to be something that could happen, a small pirate crew taking over such a tank of a ship. But their ridiculous boarding method combined with the Dorsey Boys’ general lack of interior defense had made it possible, if only just. They were each barely alive.

      Titus was in the best shape at nineteen percent health. Zelda was next at thirteen and Kaiden was the closest to death, sitting at a measly four percent. His last-ditch attempt to end the fight had near cost him his life. But it’d worked, and that was what counted. He just wished it’d worked with a little more margin for error. They didn’t have any stimpacks and they hadn’t leveled up after the fight, so they’d retained their low health. There’d been no other choice.

      As low on health as they were, it wouldn’t have taken much to finish them off. Acton had scanned the ship three times over, but what NPC crew remained had surrendered. They’d been packed into an escape pod and sent to the nearest starport. After that, there didn’t appear to be any other threats. Still, Kaiden was cautious. They hadn’t come this far, hadn’t done the impossible and taken the freighter, just to get a week on the bench as a result of some ambush.

      The pounding of the Veritas II’s guns working away on the hull had almost become background noise by the time the middleman arrived. It’d take forever for the Veritas II to drill through the freighter’s armor, but when it finally did, they’d be able to blow it up and reap massive reward EXP. They’d briefly entertained the idea of keeping the freighter – it’d certainly be useful in the future, even if wasn’t entirely clear how – but it seemed too arduous a process. Repairs alone would cost a fortune and no one would buy a ship in such a damaged state. Not to mention The Dorsey Boys would eventually learn what had happened, if they hadn’t already, and then the ship would be marked as stolen. The last thing Kaiden needed was even more heat bearing down on them. Most of the Warden Corps looking for them was enough. And besides, the EXP they’d earn from destroying the freighter was invaluable. The hunt for Bernstein’s file hadn’t exactly left a bunch of leisure time for grinding. They had to take the experience where they could and keep moving. In the end they decided to follow the boss’s instructions and destroy it.

      “Stars above, but you actually pulled it off!” the middleman said, laughing as he exited his ship and stepped into the cargo bay where they’d been waiting for him. He spread his arms out wide, then spun in a circle, cackling. After several awkward moments, he came to a stop, then clapped his hands. The rear loading door of his corvette opened and a swarm of drones buzzed out.

      Kaiden’s hand went to his hammer, but the middleman only laughed again.

      “Calm down, kid. They’re loading drones. I’m not here to stab you in the back.” He gave a sly smile. “I’d never do anything like that.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” Titus said, crossing his arms and giving a sly smile of his own. “The King Street boys know where you live. In real life.” He punctuated the last few words, drawing them out.

      “Ay, ay. Calm down, now. I was just making small talk,” the middleman said. “Sheesh. You all have no sense of humor.”

      “It’s been a long day,” Titus said.

      “Cry to someone else,” the middleman said, then strode off to oversee his drones. They were working together in coordinated swarms, lifting the most valuable of the cargo and carrying it on to his ship. With all of the drones, it hardly took any time at all to strip the freighter’s main bay of its precious cargo. When he was done, there was still a ship full of loot, though.

      “That’s all I can take, and it’s about time to get gone before scavengers show up, or worse, the Warden Corps,” the middleman said, slapping his hands together as if he’d done the manual labor instead of yelling at his drones the entire time. “Good doing business with you.” He gave a small, slightly sarcastic salute.

      “Our pleasure,” Titus said, returning it. “Be sure to tell your King Street contact how much money we made them.”

      “Ain’t that your job?”

      “Oh, we’ll tell them, too. But I want them to be painfully aware of it,” Titus said. “And besides, you wouldn’t want them finding out about that secret hold I saw your drones loading cargo into. Not trying to take an extra cut for yourself, are you?”

      “I’ll be sure to leave a raving review of your work here,” the middleman said, breaking into a friendly smile.

      “Wonderful,” Titus said. “Maybe I was mistaken about that secret hold.”

      “An honest accident,” the middleman said, then hurried on to his ship. He paused in the doorway. “When next you all decide to take down an entire freighter on your own, please let me know. I’d love to do this again sometime.” With that, the door snapped closed, he fired up his ship’s engines, and was off.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Hostile Takeover

        Stage 3: Give the most valuable cargo to the middleman

        Expected difficulty: Novice

        Reward: 5,000 EXP, 1,000 credits

      

      

      
        
        **Update**

        Quest: Hostile Takeover

        Stage 4: Destroy the SS Doldrum

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 2,000 EXP, 1,000 credits

      

      

      “You have the worst friends, Titus, you know that?” Kaiden said, watching the man’s departing engines.

      “Hey, I never said he was my friend.” He paused, then gave a sly smile. “I did say you were, though.”

      “Oh, ha ha.” Kaiden rolled his eyes.

      “If you two are done, it’s time we take our cut,” Zelda said, stepping between them.

      Fair point, Kaiden thought. There’s enough cargo left here to make us a sizable amount. If only we could carry it all.

      He looked out to what was left in the cargo bay. It was a significant amount. More than they could fit on the Veritas II. But what they could take would make them something approaching an in-game fortune. Enough to help them finish this cipher, for sure. Beyond that, well, one thing at a time.

      “Acton,” Zelda said through comms. “Bring the Veritas II in. And have the crew prepared to do some heavy lifting.”

      It took twenty minutes to load all the cargo they could on to the corvette, then around thirty-five more of nonstop drilling into the freighter with all available turrets before it finally exploded. When it did, it was... less of a sight than Kaiden had expected. Seeing Mochinki Station implode after Lieutenant Sola had overloaded its core had set a high bar. This was significantly less impressive.

      The Veritas II’s guns finally cut through the spine of the freighter, severing it in half. There were some small explosions, then the two halves floated apart, spiraling into darkness and streaming cargo the whole way. The scavengers were going to have a party collecting all that “legitimate salvage.”

      
        
        Freighter assisted kill - 4,500 EXP!

      

      

      
        
        Quest Complete: Hostile Takeover

        Stage 4: Destroy the SS Doldrum

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 2,000 EXP, 1,000 credits

      

      

      
        
        Level 24 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      It was a sad sight to see such a valuable ship and so much of its cargo destroyed, but there wasn’t time to take everything and a message needed to be sent to the Dorsey Boys. Looking at the ruin in front of them, Kaiden figured it’d be a hard message to miss.

      The destruction of the SS Doldrum wasn’t much to look at, but the experience that came in from it sure was. And they weren’t the only ones to benefit. The remaining crew had gained valuable experience fighting against the freighter, and for some, even more in destroying it. Kaiden pulled up their stats to review what they’d gained from the whole process.

      
        
        Sias (Turen Pilot), Journeyman, tier 4

        Braker (Human Mechanic), Journeyman, tier 1

        Johnson (Human Mechanic), Journeyman, tier 1

        Pentwick (Human Core Engineer), Journeyman, tier 1

      

      

      The pilot, Sias, had gained the most experience – going from journeyman tier one to journeyman tier four – likely because he’d been the one bobbing and weaving through the Doldrum’s defensive fire. The rest of the crew had jumped from recruit tier five to journeyman tier one. Not as much of an increase as Kaiden would have liked, but there hadn’t been much opportunity for them to use their skills. The defeat of the Doldrum hadn’t exactly been a usual ship-to-ship battle.

      The important thing was that all of the crew were journeyman rank or higher. That meant the Veritas II was eligible to be upgraded to a light cruiser. It was an expensive upgrade, to be sure, but once the stolen cargo was sold, they’d be able to afford it. Then, with a new and improved combat-ready light cruiser, they’d be ready to punch through the Fist Nebula and finish the hunt Bernstein’s second riddle had set them on.

      Kaiden fought a smile stretching across his lips. He could feel the chain of events linking together in his mind, like a line of dominos set in motion.

      Kaiden stopped fighting the smile and just let it show.

      For the first time in too long, things felt like they were headed in the right direction.
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      Things were heading in the right direction. That direction just so happened to include a quick stop back in everyone’s favorite hive of villainy, Boyd City. The cargo Kaiden and the others had lifted from the SS Doldrum was incredibly valuable. It was also stolen. The goods had been purchased with dirty money as part of the Dorsey Boys’ money laundering scheme, but as far as the game knew, they’d been purchased legitimately. As such, the Dorsey Boys had been the rightful owners. In stealing the goods, Kaiden knew they'd been marked as thieves. That wasn't going to go over well with NPC vendors. A good thing, then, that Kaiden had a friend in Boyd City. The owner of the ‘finest theatre on Nassau,’ Marty Macmara.

      Maybe all these prestige points with Nassau’s criminal underground are worth something after all, Kaiden thought, standing next to the theatre owner, racketeer, and gladiatorial arena operator.

      “Do you know the secret to good theater, Lou?” Marty asked to his seemingly ever-present sidekick. The smaller man shook his head.

      “The secret is to never ruin the mystery,” Marty said, looking to Kaiden, then to the zig-zagging line of drones hauling cargo into the back door of his establishment. “You see, were I a curious man, I’d ask how a dirty warden became a free warden so quickly. And what he’d done to get a system-wide alert put out on him. And, most presently, where this miraculous haul of cargo has come from.” He idly fingered his cufflinks, then smiled. “But that would ruin the mystery, now, wouldn’t it?”

      “I mean, there’s no point in lying,” Kaiden said with a shrug. “We took down a freighter hauling already stolen ca—”

      “Ah, ah, ah!” Marty said, pressing a finger to Kaiden’s lips. “Discretion is a virtue. This is a business transaction, nothing more. Your cargo for my seven hundred thousand credits.”

      “We agreed on a million,” Kaiden said, recoiling at the number. “The cargo’s worth at least that much.”

      Marty slapped a hand to his chest in feigned shock.

      “A million? My word! Is that what we said?” He shook his head. “You’ll have to forgive me, my memory’s not what it used to be.”

      “A million. No less.” Kaiden made a subtle move toward his hammer. He knew he should have listened to Zelda and gotten the credits before letting Marty’s drone move the cargo through the city.

      He looked over to Titus, nodding to catch his attention in case things went south.

      “Well, this haul is certainly worth a million credits, I’ll give you that,” Marty said, still watching the drones. “But, you see, the problem is, while I never ask questions, others do. Now, I don’t have the answers to those questions, but a few extra credits here and there tend to make pesky questions disappear.”

      “Whatever bribes you have to pay to move this cargo isn’t our concern,” Titus said, stepping forward. “We agreed on a million credits.”

      “Bribes? I’m offended, sir! I am a businessman and a patron of the arts.”

      “That’s one way to put it.” Titus moved his hand closer to his hammer’s grip.

      “There are always costs associated with doing business. What’s that old saying, Lou?”

      “Keep your friends close and your garotte wire closer?”

      “No!” Marty slapped him in the back of the head. “You have to spend money to make money.”

      “Ah, yeah. That one, too.”

      “What I’m trying to say is, this cargo might be worth a million credits, but you have to account for the expense and labor of actually selling it. That’s going to cost me at least a couple hundred thousand credits.”

      “Not our problem,” Titus grunted.

      Kaiden nodded along with the big man.

      “Look, boys, the best I can do for you is seven hundred thousand credits. I’m but a humble theatre proprietor. Asking any more of me would be scandalous.”

      Kaiden switched to their private comm channel.

      “We don’t have time for this. We need to get back to the Fist Nebula.”

      “I’ve worked with these sorts of guys before. He knows we’re just trying to cash out and get gone. Every moment he delays gives him more of an upper hand.”

      “What do we do, then?”

      Titus tapped his hammer.

      “No, not here,” Kaiden said, looking around. Despite being in a back alley, there was a good number of passersby. “As much as I hate to admit it, Marty’s right. He knows he has us in a tight spot.”

      “So, what? You just want to give in?”

      “I want to get out of here before someone notices us,” Kaiden said, eyeing the nearest NPCs and occasional player.

      “You’re letting him steal from us,” Titus said with a growl.

      “We stole the cargo in the first place, remember?”

      Kaiden switched back to the conversation with Marty.

      “Nine hundred thousand credits right now and we’re out of your hair,” he said to the suited man.

      “Seven fifty and you perform in another show at my theatre.”

      Kaiden shook his head.

      “Eight hundred and I’ll think about coming back.”

      “Done.” Marty’s smile was all too sweet. Too happy. Kaiden knew he’d been taken advantage of. But they didn’t have time to waste. Bernstein’s riddle needed solving before the Warden Corps caught up to them, or the Party in the real world, or... the list went on. Kaiden pushed it from his thoughts. Worrying about it wouldn’t do any good. They needed to hurry and that was all.

      
        
        Credit transfer received: 800,000 credits.

      

      

      Whoo. That’s a small fortune. Kaiden stared at the number. An ill-gotten fortune, maybe, but at least they’d stolen it from criminals. And besides, they were going to put it to good use. Those credits would fund the next steps in their search for Bernstein’s data.

      “A pleasure doing business with you again, star,” Marty said, extending a hand. “I’ll be in touch soon so we can discuss your next show.”

      “Yeah. I’ll get back to you on that.”

      Kaiden shook his hand quickly, then turned to leave. Titus fell in beside him.

      “Zelda,” Kaiden said, switching back to the private channel. “I’m sending you the credits now. You ready to start buying ship upgrades?”

      “Got the crew all ready and an itemized list of everything we need,” she said. “Get those credits over and we’ll put the upgrade order in with the starport.”

      Less than a minute in my account, Kaiden thought, wincing ever so slightly as he transferred the bulk of the funds to Zelda. But upgrading the Veritas II was essential.

      “Received,” Zelda said. “You two hurry back now. There’s gonna be quite a sight to see when you return.”

      “On our way,” Kaiden said. “Just gotta swing by the market and pick up some stimpacks.” They’d been out of them since the fight with Jax. Or had it been Thorne? He couldn’t remember, it felt so long ago now. Either way, they’d been lucky to survive so long. Without a medic in the group, he would feel a whole lot better if they at least had some stimpacks to keep them alive for whatever was to come next in the Fist Nebula.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Cruisin’ in Style - 5,000 EXP!

        You’ve upgraded your corvette to a light cruiser! Finally traded in that gas-guzzling speedster for a sensible ship, eh? Or did you just need more seats to take the kids to quasar-ball practice?

      

      

      If the Veritas II had been a speed demon before, now it had become a warship. The sleek angles and powerful engines had been replaced with an extra-thick armored hull – rounded to better deflect incoming projectiles – and an impressive number of new turrets. What appeared to be torpedo tubes and various other missile-based projectiles were nestled around the exterior, and the shield generator had increased massively in size.

      The result of the upgrades translated into a one hundred and fifty percent increase in the ship’s overall hull integrity, a one hundred percent increase to shield integrity, and anywhere from a fifty to one hundred and fifty percent increase to firepower, depending on what ammunition they used. Not to mention the additional room slots and unlocked available upgrades.

      “Welcome home,” Zelda said, smiling from where she was standing beneath the ship. “Let me show you around.”

      The cruiser was so large, there was a good five feet between her head and the bottom of the Veritas II’s hull. Zelda was standing on a thin metal platform with a post rising up from each corner, attached to the belly of the ship. As Kaiden and Titus stepped next to her, it became apparent the platform had descended from the ship’s belly. With the press of a button, Zelda activated it and then they were moving, the platform retracting up into the ship.

      It carried them up into a two-story cargo bay with a raised walkway wrapped around the walls.

      “It’s pretty obvious this is the cargo bay. It serves as the central compartment of the entire ship,” Zelda said, stepping off the platform and leading them toward the rear of the ship. She stopped at the entrance to a hallway.

      “Engine room’s back there. We’re packing the same number of engines as before, but the mass of the ship is much greater. As such, we’ve taken a large hit to our speed and maneuverability. Our armor is supposed to make up for that – it’s increased by two hundred and fifty percent – not to mention these bad boys.” She slapped a button and all around the room, the ceiling and walls moved. Or, more specifically, parts of them moved. Ten cushioned chairs emerged. Three came down from the ceiling, three came up from the floor, and two appeared out of the port and starboard walls.

      “Gunner seats,” Zelda explained, walking over to one of them. “We’re equipped with ten turrets, and with the funds you’ve so generously transferred over, they’ve all been upgraded.”

      Kaiden focused on the turret and his visor pulled up the details.

      
        
        AP-EX Two-Barrel Slugshot Turret

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Durability: 100%

        0-second charge time

        -10% damage to shielded targets

        -20% fire rate

        +60% damage to unshielded targets

        +65% damage to critical components

        +65% damage to crew

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Forgoing the rapid-fire approach of many of its competitors, the AP-EX Two-Barrel Slugshot Turret fires armor-piercing, high-explosive rounds. Designed to penetrate enemy hulls, then explode on a timed fuse, these rounds specialize in damaging critical components and eliminating enemy crew.

      

      

      “They don’t fire particularly quickly,” Zelda explained. “But they pack a major punch.”

      Titus laughed and Kaiden nodded along.

      “Good choice, Zelda.”

      “Oh, these bad boys aren’t our only new toys,” she said, messing with the console on the nearest gunner seat. It flashed to life, then projected a hologram of what appeared to be a missile into the air.

      “You may have noticed some torpedo tubes on the exterior? Yeah, we’re packing some expensive weaponry now.” She tapped the console again and information on the torpedo flashed into being around it.

      
        
        Mk. 2 ‘Tumbler’ Torpedo

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Durability: 100%

        5-second lock-on required

        +80% projectile speed

        +250% damage to shields and hulls

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Once locked on to a target, the Mk. 2 ‘Tumbler’ Torpedo rarely misses. Upon striking a target, the missile is designed to flip end over end and ‘tumble’ through shields and hulls alike, opening massive holes in each.

      

      

      “That... sounds like something I very much don’t want to get hit by,” Kaiden said, eyeing the projection of the torpedo.

      “Those dark turen skirmishers are going to turn tail as soon as we throw one of those at them,” Titus said, smiling.

      “Well, we have to purchase the torpedoes as individual units, and they’re danged pricey, so we don’t want to waste them. That being said, I have a feeling most enemies are going to turn tail as soon as we put them in a missile lock.”

      “I hardly recognize this ship anymore,” Kaiden said, shaking his head. “Are you sure this is the same Veritas II we found on Alafia?”

      Zelda smiled at that.

      “Same ship, but a whole bunch of new tricks. We’re not done yet,” she said. “If you hang a left just before the engine room, there’s a docking bay for a shuttle. We don’t own a shuttle yet, but hey, who knows what the future holds, right?”

      A docking bay? That could be useful. We could keep the cruiser in orbit around a planet while the shuttle runs down to the surface. Or, in the worst case, it could serve as an escape pod, I assume. Kaiden’s mind went on a small spree of imagining all the uses of having their own shuttle docked with the Veritas II.

      “But wait, there’s more,” Zelda said.

      She led them away from the hallway to the engines and up to the raised walkway that lined the room. At each corner of the room, hallways led off from the walkway.

      “That one leads to the armory,” Zelda said, nodding. “With that upgrade, our crew are now wearing weak armor – as opposed to none – and carrying more effective weapons to defend themselves. We can also repair our own armor there for a much-reduced cost, and we all get an armor bonus when defending against boarders.”

      “Nice!” Titus said, making for the armory.

      “There’ll be plenty of time to check it out once we’re in transit back to the Fist Nebula,” Zelda said, grabbing his shoulder. “Let me finish the tour first.”

      “Ah, fair enough,” he said with a nod, and only a slight frown back toward the new room.

      Zelda led them around the cargo bay to the next hallway.

      “That one’s the medbay. I know we mentioned getting one a while ago. We can heal ourselves and our crew there for a small fee – the cost of supplies – and, similar to the armory, everyone on the ship receives a health bonus when defending against boarders.”

      “I like it,” Kaiden said with a small laugh. In a boarding fight, we can fall back to the medbay for an instant heal, or if out of combat, get a full heal instead of waiting for the gradual health regen to do the job. Not to mention it’ll be far easier to keep our crew alive this way.

      “The next room – and you’re going to like this one – is the barracks. ‘But, Zelda, we had a barracks on our corvette, didn’t we?’ you might ask. And yes, we did. But I put our credits to good use. This is a level two barracks. Previously, we had a mercenary barracks. Now, it’s military grade. We can hire mercenaries still, sure, but we can also bring in much more effective units like freelance marines or specialist fighters.”

      “We’re certainly well equipped to repel, or engage, in boarding activities,” Titus said. “Sounds like fun.”

      “Just promise me one thing, Kaiden?” Zelda asked.

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t fill the entire barracks with more crawlids. Those things are kinda creepy.”

      “Hey! Don’t be talking bad about my crawlid bros. They did a fine job back on the freighter.”

      Zelda smirked, then continued with the tour.

      “This cruiser comes with a plethora of perks – there’s still more to cover – but the true beauty of the beast is over here.”

      She led them toward the front of the ship and a door hissed open, allowing them to pass into the next compartment.

      “My god,” Kaiden said, eyes going wide as he took in the space. It looked to be a full-on command center.

      Terminals lined the walls, attached to various work stations, each equipped with multiple monitors, desks, and specially designed chairs with heavy duty harnesses.

      “This is the heart of the ship now,” Zelda said, gesturing around them. “Light cruisers are meant to be all-purpose combat ships. Thus, this room can be upgraded to have everything we need to conduct anything from a small-scale skirmish to a full-on battle. Long-range communications equipment, advanced scanners, even a cloaking device if we want to get really crazy. Right now, it’s a lot to look at, but until we decide what upgrades we want, it’s a blank slate.”

      “This is awesome,” Kaiden said, spinning to look at it all. “We need to dig deeper into all that we can do with this room.”

      “I’ve already put together some reading material,” Zelda said with a chuckle. “But in the—”

      “Captains to the bridge, if you please,” Acton’s voice echoed through a speaker.

      “What is it?” Zelda asked, speaking toward it.

      “There’s a warden shuttle incoming.”

      “All right. Keep the systems off, play it cool. Maybe they won’t notice us. We’re just another ship in port, after all,” Zelda said.

      “I presume they’ve already noticed us,” Acton said. “Considering they’re hailing us presently.”
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      “That’s the Borrelly,” Kaiden said as they entered the cockpit and the realization hit him. Their ship’s new advanced cameras had just picked up a visual of the incoming shuttle. It was still a thousand or so meters away, but there was no denying it. Ellenton’s ship – their old ship – was headed right for them.

      “The Borrelly? That means Lieutenant Ellenton’s on it. There’s no separating those two,” Titus said, leaning down for a better look at the image of the shuttle.

      “I can’t imagine she’s going to be particularly happy to see us,” Zelda said, then turned and spoke into a microphone on the Veritas II’s dashboard.

      “All crew back to the ship immediately,” she ordered, her voice echoing through the speakers on the ship as well as the hangar around them. “Drop all non-essential tasks and prepare for takeoff.”

      “Kaiden, Zelda, Titus, if you’re in there, we just want to talk.” Ellenton’s voice came across an open channel.

      Kaiden paused at the sound of it. It felt so long since she’d been their handler. A different life, almost. He’d nothing against the lieutenant personally, but even if she was lax in fulfilling her duty, she was still a warden through and through. That didn’t mean she didn’t deserve the truth, though. Did she know about Thorne? About the corruption of the Warden Corps? She deserved to.

      “Do we respond?” Titus asked, hovering over the microphone, unsure.

      “No,” Zelda answered immediately. “They can’t confirm it’s us in here.”

      “This could be a chance to explain why we did what we did,” Kaiden interjected. “All Ellenton knows right now is what the corps has told her. Most definitely that’s all lies targeted to smear us. Make us criminals.”

      “What Ellenton believes is irrelevant. Our mission isn’t to convince her we’re innocent. The only thing that matters now is that we solve Bernstein’s cipher.” She turned to Acton and the pilot. “Start the launch sequence. Get us out of here.”

      “We owe it to her to at least explain what happened,” Kaiden said. “She deserves to know the truth.”

      Zelda paused and met his eyes.

      “She will, Kai. They all will. The Warden Corps, the Party, the people. Everyone. But only if we find the data Bernstein’s hidden. That’s how we save ourselves.”

      “SS Veritas II,” Lieutenant Ellenton’s voice came over the channel again. “We see you starting your engines. Do not attempt to leave the starport. We’re just here to talk.”

      The pilot paused and looked up at them, a questioning look on his features.

      Through the windshield, Kaiden could just make out the approaching shuttle. Ellenton had always been good to them, and now she probably felt betrayed. Felt like she’d aided and abetted known fugitives. Who knew what repercussions that’d had on her career? On her mental state? She deserved to know the truth. But Zelda was right. Words would only get them so far. The true trump card was Bernstein’s cipher. Solving it and accessing the data he’d hidden would leave no room for doubt in anyone.

      “Punch it,” he said, and the pilot did.

      The cruiser’s engines hummed to life and it lifted into the air inside the hangar. The Borrelly’s engines flipped around, fired forward, and brought the shuttle to a screeching stop right in front of them.

      “We can’t let you leave the hangar without an inspection of your ship,” Ellenton said. Then a new voice joined her on the channel.

      “Land and turn off your engines or you will be fired upon.”

      Sergeant Dawson.

      He was in there too?

      “They’re blocking us,” Acton said. “We have the firepower to remove them. I can give us control of a turret from in here.” He hit a switch and a joystick rose out of the dashboard.

      “No!” Kaiden said, grabbing it before anyone else did. “We’re not shooting them down.”

      “This is ridiculous, Kai. We can’t let them stop us,” Zelda said, shaking her head.

      Titus cracked his knuckles nervously, then nodded.

      “She’s right, man.”

      “I’m not shooting them down,” Kaiden said, then maneuvered the joystick. As he did, a video screen came to life, showing the turret’s view of the Borrelly. The crosshair was directly on its cockpit, ready to unload what would surely be a damaging, if not lethal, barrage of shots.

      Kaiden eased the crosshair up and off to the side of the shuttle, then pulled the trigger. The turret opened up with an echoing boom and two glowing rounds hurtled just over the shoulder of the Borrelly.

      In response, the shuttle ducked to the side, swooping down and out of view for a moment. When it came back, Acton put it in a missile lock. That conveyed the message well enough. As if reluctant, the shuttle eased to one side.

      “There’s your window,” Kaiden said, then fell back into a seat as the pilot punched it. The Veritas II lurched forward and into the sky.

      “To the Fist Nebula, then,” Zelda said, easing into a seat of her own.

      Kaiden swung the turret around to make sure the Borrelly was still idling. It was. Part of him still wanted to reach out to Ellenton, wanted to explain what they were doing, and why. But that could come later. When the dust had all settled, maybe.

      As to the sergeant, there was less chance of making up. Kaiden didn’t think he'd ever been on good terms with Sergeant Dawson, per se, but a part of him still wanted the truth to be known. Wanted to make sure both Ellenton and Dawson weren’t being punished by association with them.

      “They’re not going to let this go,” he said, eyeing the shuttle through the video screen.

      “Add it to our long list of alleged crimes,” Titus said with a shrug. “We were already playing for all or nothing.”
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      Find them in-game. That’d been Thorne’s plan. Seeing as NextGen games wasn’t particularly cooperative with the Party, finding specific players in-game had its challenges, but the All-Frequencies Broadcast had done a fine job. Once the player base knew there was so large a bounty out on the trio, the reports had started flooding in with accompanying screenshots. Through these, she’d been given a hope of tracking the trio’s movements.

      The most reliable sighting had been at a shipbuilder station. The trio had respawned a ship, the Veritas II. Among all the noise of bogus reports, that had been a breakthrough. She’d seen to it that the player who’d reported it received an appropriate reward. Knowing what ship they were flying made it that much easier to track them.

      From there, the trail had unfortunately gone a bit cold. The All-Frequencies Broadcast had sent everyone looking for the trio by their player names, not their ship – maybe another broadcast was in order? – but still, there was information to be gleaned.

      A sudden drop off in reports meant the trio was either somewhere obscure, or spending a lot of time on their ship. Traveling somewhere, perhaps. There might have been more reports, but the damned incident with the SS Doldrum had provided cover for the trio. Every player in the sector had been more interested in scavenging cargo from the wreck than searching for rogue wardens. Then Lieutenant Ellenton and Sergeant Dawson had reported in.

      Boyd City, huh? That was where the trio had eventually landed. But why? What business did they have there? Not that it necessarily mattered; they’d already left. Their last known trajectory had them headed out into empty space. Burning at full thrust toward... nothing. Why? There had to be something she didn’t know. Something she was missing. The only logical explanation was that they were chasing something to do with the Bernstein cipher. It was leading them; it had to be.

      But that was just the problem. It was leading them and not her. The only benefit was that now the name of their ship was known, she could try to locate it via long-range scanning. The corps had three ships following the Veritas II’s last known trajectory and scanning as far and wide as possible. With so little of anything in the direction they were headed, there wouldn’t be any players to report sightings. No, the scanner ships had to do the job. Unless Thorne was going to fly out there herself and wander around in the hope she ran into the trio.

      But no. That wasn’t a good use of her time. There were better ways to go about it. She was doing all she could in-game, leveling included, and would continue to do so, but in the meantime there were real-world assets she could activate. She had to cast the widest net possible if she wanted to reel these three in. That meant dividing her time between the in-game and real-world search. They had to be playing Nova from somewhere.

      “Hernandez?” she said as the connection locked in and the hologram manifested itself in front of her. “It’s been too long. How are you?” she asked, smiling at her old colleague.

      The man, dressed in a police uniform, gave a salute. It wasn’t a police salute, though, it was military. An old gesture she hadn’t seen since her fighting days.

      “Good to see you, ma’am,” Hernandez said, easing out of the salute. “I’m getting nostalgia here. You have some mission for me? Some hill we need to take from the enemy?”

      He was joking, referencing their time in the war, but even so, the words conjured up memories she had intentionally avoided. She pushed them aside in favor of faking a confident smile.

      “All good on that account, soldier. Or I guess I should call you ‘officer’ now?”

      “Soon as I was out of military uniform, I missed it. This isn’t the same, but it’s close. I still get to help people. Still get to do work that matters.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Thorne said, nodding. Hernandez had always been the type to put others first. Born for service, and darn good at it.

      “How are you doing these days?” he asked. “Last I heard, you were with the Party’s online division. Chasing down digital criminals. I bet that makes for a much less hectic schedule, huh? You finally settling down? Moving out of that cramped apartment?”

      “Same old apartment, same old job. Just trying to be where I can do the most good,” she said.

      “You haven’t changed a bit, Thorne. I take it this isn’t just a pleasure call, then?”

      “Not quite. I need you to do something for me, officer.”

      He frowned.

      “You knew I was in police work, didn’t you?”

      “I might have looked up your file,” she said with a noncommittal shrug. “Look, Hernandez, I was hoping you could help me with something. I’m tracking a group of fugitives. I’ve sent the file to your desk. If you hear anything about them, please let me know. They’re a slippery bunch, but I need to bring them in.”

      “You think they’re in my district?”

      “I think they might be. Their last known presence was near there and I’ve reason to believe they’ve taken shelter with some unsavory types. One of them has extensive ties to the King Street Gang.”

      “All right, then. I’m on it. I’ll check the file as soon as I’m back at the station. If these perps show their faces, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “I knew I could rely on you, Hernandez.”

      “After what you did for me back in the day?” He laughed. “Hell, I owe you a lot more than a few favors.”

      “Take care of this one for me and we’ll call it even.”

      “Even? Not even close, Cap.” He shook his head. “But it’s a step in the right direction.”

      Hernandez was the first, but there were a good half-dozen officers Thorne had a connection with in one way or another. She contacted them each – off the record, of course and using personal numbers instead of work lines – one after the other. Contacting them through her official position, or theirs, would tip the Party off. Normally, that wouldn't have been a bad thing, but Thorne wasn't entirely sure who could be trusted these days, especially her so-called partner. These contacts, though, held her confidence. Furthermore, all together, their collective districts of jurisdiction covered most of the city. Her net was coming together. If the three showed their faces anywhere on the street, she’d know about it. But there was still more to be done. There was always more to be done.

      The last known location of the three had been in a small restaurant across town. The odds that they were still there were slim to none. But there was something else near there. Something that needed to be checked, one way or another.

      Zelda’s parents lived five blocks away. It would be downright foolish for the trio to be hiding with them; the local police had already checked the house. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t more to be learned. If she was going to catch the trio, she needed to understand them better. And if her gut was right, Zelda was the brains of the group. Her parents seemed the best place to start trying to unravel the mystery that was the three of them. At the very least, it was good practice to run a few questions past them. They needed to understand how much danger their daughter was in.

      Being on the Party’s wanted list was far from comfortable, Thorne knew, but it was far better than living as a criminal, always on the run and relying on gangs and thugs for safe harbor. Far better to be in prison than at the mercy of people like that. That was always the hardest thing to make families understand. Yes, she was trying to arrest their loved one, but a Party prison was a far safer place than dead in some back alley, or forced into servitude with one of the city’s countless gangs.

      So, then. To Zelda’s parents’ house. The Yoshida family household. Thorne chewed on her lip as she considered it. It was going to be an awkward visit. Not to mention her being there could cast the couple in a suspicious light. Anyone looking in from the outside – say, Thorne’s ass of a partner – might think she was following a lead that involved them rather than just doing her due diligence. One more reason she preferred working alone. And all the more reason not to let him know she was going.

      She was still suspicious about how he’d extracted the interrogation reports so quickly after the raid on the terrorist base. Combined with things she’d heard about the treatment of the prisoners at the senate house, things weren’t exactly looking good for Werner. If he was using illicit methods, someone needed to know about it. But more so, Thorne couldn’t trust him. If he was willing to break the ‘no torture’ rule, what boundary would contain him? No, he might have been forcibly made her partner, but that didn’t mean she was stuck with him. Not all of the time.

      Thorne pulled the badge from her chest and set it into a cardboard box beside her desk. It didn’t look like much, but that was the point. She’d assembled it hastily some time ago for just such a situation as this. Specially aligned magnets inside the box created such a field that, when a badge was run through it, it’d be temporarily scrambled and untraceable. It’d fix itself in a matter of hours, but until it did, she had some privacy. Some freedom to pursue this investigation on her own terms.
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      “Thorne? Are you th...”

      Werner’s voice struggled out from her badge, choppy and laced with static.

      “Come in, Thor—”

      She could barely understand him, but it didn’t take much to guess what he wanted. By now, he’d no doubt noticed her badge acting strangely – the after-effects of it being scrambled. They’d persist for another two hours or so.

      “I’m here,” she said, leaning down to speak into the thing. “Badge is malfunctioning. Can’t really hear you.”

      “Return... base…”

      “Can’t understand you,” she said again. “I’m in an outer district right now. I’ll head back to headquarters and get a functioning badge, but it’ll take a bit. See you when I’m there,” she said, then turned down the volume on the badge until Werner’s protests faded to silence.

      “That’s better.”

      The sun had just crept over the horizon and it was still far too early to be in the office, but Werner was already checking her position. Figured. Ever since he’d been assigned, he’d been obsessed with knowing where she was. He was too attached. Too needy. One more reason she worked better alone.

      The street around her was abandoned for the most part, still too early for the morning commuters to be up and about. Earlier, she’d passed the restaurant the trio had been reported at several days ago. Hadn’t looked like much. Easy to miss, tucked into the side of a business office as it was. A perfect place to lay low and grab a meal. But the restaurant wasn’t why she’d come here.

      She turned to face the apartment building. The Yoshida family’s apartment was just inside. Hopefully they’re early risers, Thorne thought as she made her way into the lobby, then up the elevator.

      The apartment’s security system must have spotted her badge and sounded a priority guest alert because, as Thorne arrived at the Yoshidas’ doorstep, they were already waiting for her.

      “Agent Thorne,” a man she recognized as Zelda’s father said, extending a hand. “What can we help you with this morning?”

      He was tall and thin, with graying hair and plain features. A sweater vest over a dress shirt and khakis completed his almost painfully accurate look of a typical middle-aged father. Did he actually dress like that, or was this some sort of attempt to look like an honest, law-abiding citizen?

      “Mr. Yoshida,” Thorne said, shaking his hand and giving a slight bow of her head. “I had hoped we could speak in private.”

      “Of course,” he said, then gestured inside his apartment.

      “Coffee?” he asked as Thorne entered the apartment. It was a simple place, minimalist in design, but comfortable enough.

      “I’m quite all right, thank you.”

      “Mind if I prepare a cup for myself?”

      “Not at all.”

      He busied himself at the counter and Thorne mentally prepared herself for what was to come. No one wanted an agent showing up on their front doorstep. Especially not when their child was a wanted fugitive. She’d been given hospitality so far, but beneath the polite pretense, she imagined Mr. Yoshida was anything but calm and relaxed. She needed to be careful with her words to ease his concern. She wouldn’t be able to learn much if his guard was up the entire time.

      “You’ll have to excuse my wife,” he said over his shoulder as he mixed coffee and cream into a mug. “She works evenings, so this is the middle of the night for her.”

      “Not a problem at all.”

      The apartment’s security system had ID’d Thorne and her badge. That would have set off a priority alert that would have woken the entire apartment. Nonetheless, Mrs. Yoshida had chosen not to welcome their unexpected guest. That was interesting. Was she worried she’d reveal something? Too bereaved over her daughter’s current state of affairs to speak to the authorities? Any number of things were possible, but that question was just one more in a long list she’d prepared for Zelda’s parents.

      “I take it your visit is about our daughter?” Mr. Yoshida said as he returned to the table, steaming mug in hand.

      “I’m afraid so. The search for her is on-going, but the longer it runs, the more I fear for her well-being.”

      “You came here because you’re concerned for my daughter?” His tone sounded genuine but there was a tinge of sarcasm to his expression that told her he was mocking her. Not enough to be rude, but just enough to be noticed. “I’m pleased to know we have such caring agents involved in the search.”

      “While our job can sometimes be unpleasant, our ultimate goal is to ensure all citizens remain safe. Even those who temporarily find themselves on the wrong side of the law.”

      “I have the utmost respect for our police and first responders,” he said, inclining his head. “I was a medic in the Great Test, myself.”

      Another nicety. Entirely unhelpful. This man was going to make for an interesting interview. She’d hoped to avoid a bout of verbal sparring before getting down to the real discussion, but apparently that wasn’t in the cards.

      “Look,” Thorne said, leaning forward and trying to look as earnest as possible. “I know things have been hard for you lately. I’m sorry for that, I am. I imagine you’re very concerned for your daughter. Everything’s happened so fast and—”

      “With all due respect, agent, my daughter can handle herself.”

      Thorne paused at that, then frowned. Interesting. Not the usual response of a concerned parent.

      “Sir, you do know she’s currently the subject of a city-wide manhunt?”

      “She never was an easy child to raise,” he said with a shrug. “Always too curious.”

      “To be clear, sir, curiosity is not the reason your daughter is wanted. She and her companions stand accused of a plethora of very serious crimes. Treason among them.” Thorne took a deep breath and calmed herself. “I’m not here to scare you. I’m here to help. I want to ensure your daughter’s safety.”

      “Is that why you’ve come, agent?”

      “Yes. It’s—”

      An alarm sounded in the apartment, ringing through the space and cutting Thorne’s response short. A priority alert alarm from the security system. Thorne frowned again. Another official visitor?

      Before she could consider that thought the front door exploded inward and a team of armed men rushed in, rifles at the ready.

      Old army instincts kicked in and Thorne threw herself from her chair and rolled into a covered position behind the counter.

      “Hands in the air! Hands in the air!” The men were on them in moments. Thorne made to draw her weapon, but hesitated as she realized they were special operations officers – the tactical division of the city police.

      They dragged Mr. Yoshida from his chair and onto the floor. Two kept their rifles pointed at him while two more forced his hands into cuffs.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Thorne shouted, storming over to them. “I didn’t authorize this!”

      “But I did,” a voice said from the doorway.

      Werner.

      Thorne scowled.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Your badge was malfunctioning. We were concerned for your safety.”

      “There’s no grounds for this raid,” Thorne said, moving toward the restrained Mr. Yoshida.

      “On the contrary, we have reason to believe you’re in imminent danger,” Werner said. As he did, the agents lifted Mr. Yoshida to his feet and dragged him out the front door.

      “My wife is in the bedroom,” he said, panic in his eyes. “She’s unarmed. Don’t hurt her.”

      Werner nodded toward the back of the apartment and several more officers headed toward it, rifles in hand.

      Thorne grabbed her partner’s elbow and spun him around.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she growled.

      “My job. Same as you.” He pulled his arm from her grasp. “There’s a car downstairs. We can talk freely there – while we head back to the station to get that badge of yours looked at.”

      Zelda’s parents were carted downstairs and into the back of an armored transport. Thorne watched with clenched fists, doing her best to not act on her anger. This was ridiculous. Werner had far exceeded the limits of the law with this arrest.

      “You’re outside your jurisdiction,” she spat the moment they were in the hovercar.

      Werner engaged the engine and they lifted up into the traffic lanes above the street.

      “On the contrary, I’m well within my rights as an agent working a case. We have evidence the Yoshida family has intimate ties to the terrorists. Was working with them, even.”

      “Working with them on what?” Thorne shouted. As she did, an explosion rocked the car. On the street below a plume of fire burst from the Yoshidas’ apartment, raining debris and ash.

      “Planning a bombing campaign to spread fear and unrest among the public.”

      The echoing booms of the explosion faded into the distance, then were quickly replaced by distant sirens as first responders rushed toward the fiery crater.

      Thorne barely heard any of it. She was trapped in her own mind, thoughts rushing so quickly she could barely keep up. Everything was falling into place now. The prisoner in the senate house. The too-quickly gathered interrogation reports from the raid on the terrorist base. It all added up to one terrifying conclusion. A conclusion she might have guessed at previously, but never would have given any weight to.

      “This bombing wasn’t a coincidence,” she finally said.

      Werner eased the car forward and away from the growing activity of the crime scene. In the rear-view mirror, fire raged.

      “No, they were planned.”

      Thorne looked him dead in the eyes. “By who?”

      “The terrorists, of course.”

      It took all of her internal strength not to punch him in his smiling lips.

      “Control yourself, agent,” he warned. “We are still working together, you know.”

      Nothing was further from truth now.

      She resisted a second urge to punch him. As satisfying as beating Werner’s smug face would have been, she knew it wasn’t the solution. Not yet, anyway. There was much more going on than she’d previously realized.

      “What are you going to do to the Yoshidas?” she asked, still processing everything.

      “Nothing outside the limits of the law, of course.”

      The way he said it implied exactly the opposite.

      The car rocked suddenly to one side as a burst of orange light and a deafening boom tore through the street below. Thorne’s head slammed into the window and her vision shook for a moment. When it refocused, she found herself staring at what had been an office building. Now it was a crater. The longer she looked at it, though, the more she recognized what it had been: the restaurant the trio had visited several days back.

      Werner watched on in silence, then shook his head.

      “Such a shame it’s come to this.”

      “You’re just as bad as the terrorists. You know that, right?” Thorne said.

      He gave her a confused look.

      “Are you implying something, agent?”

      “You know damn well what I’m implying.”

      “No, I’m afraid I don’t.” Werner turned to look right at her. “Why don’t you enlighten me? Say what’s on your mind. Or, better yet, why don’t we call up the commander? You can express your concerns directly to him.” He raised a hand to his badge, but stopped short, waiting for her response.

      She almost told him to do it. But this wasn’t a bluff. The words caught in her throat as she realized that. Werner hadn’t admitted to anything, but the message was obvious. And if he was so willing to call the commander, did that mean he was in on it too? And how much of it? What even was the full scope of ‘it’?

      These thoughts and a dozen more swirled in Thorne’s head. They left her paralyzed, angry, and entirely unsure of what to do next.

      “There’s no need to call the commander,” she said finally.

      “Ah, good.” Werner lowered his hand and guided the car back into traffic. “Back to headquarters, then. We can discuss how we’re going to continue this investigation.”
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      “Nothing like takeout Tex-Mex for breakfast,” Titus said, crunching into a taco. The single bite cracked the shell all the way through and more than half of it crumbled down onto his plate, toppings of lettuce, shredded cheese, and sour cream falling with it.

      “I think your taco just became a taco salad,” Kaiden said, watching the accumulating mess.

      Titus shrugged.

      “Tastes the same either way.”

      He had a point there.

      Kaiden bit into his own soft-shell taco. The shell didn’t crunch and fall away, but tore nice and clean and kept nearly all of the toppings inside. He’d long ago given up the struggle of trying to keep a hard-shell taco together. Soft-shell and burritos were where it was at.

      Back in Nova, the Veritas II was powering toward the Fist Nebula at full thrust. While it did, they needed to stop and eat. While the smell of hot food was a relief, the reality of the dingy apartment they were still living in was not. The mold farm – as they’d taken to calling their rotting ceiling – was progressing at a worrying rate. Soon, there’d be more mold than there was ceiling. Kaiden was sure the health effects of that were... well, less than beneficial, to say the least.

      “You gonna eat that?” Titus asked, pointing to the untouched enchilada on Zelda’s disposable plate. “Er, Zelda?”

      She was turned toward their small monitor, eyes glued on some news program.

      Kaiden frowned, then seeing the images on screen, gestured to the roof. The monitor recognized the command and the volume rose several notches. A reporter’s voice became audible mid-sentence.

      “...several explosions in the district. First responders are on scene and rescue efforts are underway. It’s believed up to eighty people lived in the apartment building, while the business tower was largely unoccupied at the time of the blast.”

      “What’s happening?” Kaiden asked, rising and moving closer to the monitor. His stomach churned and an acrid taste seeped into the back of his mouth. Something was very wrong here.

      Aerial footage of a rubble-strewn street streamed in, interspersed with shots of wide-eyed, dust-covered survivors being attended to by hurried teams of paramedics.

      “No official count has been released yet, but it’s believed fourteen people have been killed and countless others injured. Among those confirmed dead are postman Jonasson Reed who was working his morning route and local business owners Sami and Jackelyn Sato, whose restaurant was nearest the site of the second detonation.”

      Sato? Kaiden paused at that. Why was that name familiar?

      “Detonation?” Titus left the table as well and joined them at the monitor.

      “They killed them…” Zelda said, voice barely a whisper.

      “The first detonation struck the apartment building in the early morning hours. Many residents were still asleep at the time. As such, many are still missing.” The feed cut to a shot of a reporter at the scene. “Rescue drones are scanning the rubble behind me while crews dig to find survivors.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Kaiden said, frowning at the screen.

      “It makes perfect sense,” Zelda said, eyes still glued to the monitor. “This was a message.” She took a deep, shaking breath and held it in for a long minute.

      A message? A message to who? Kaiden focused back on the monitor. And then he saw it. The site of the second blast – it was the restaurant they’d eaten in a couple of days back. That was why the Sato name had sounded familiar! The restaurant they’d taken shelter in, the restaurant whose owners Zelda had known – Mr. and Mrs. Sato – had been killed. But that wasn’t all, was it? A disturbing fact rose in Kaiden’s mind.

      The churning in his stomach redoubled and he swallowed hard as the realization dawned on him. Fearing what he would find, he waited a moment until the stream clicked back to the first blast site – a smoking pile of rubble that had once been an apartment building.

      “Zelda… you said you used to live near that restaurant.”

      She exhaled quickly, then sucked in another long breath and clenched her fists. When she let it out, there was a cold steadiness in her gaze. Detached, determined, and deadly. Kaiden recoiled unintentionally. He’d never seen her like this.

      “That was my parents’ building,” she said.

      Holy shit.

      The building was halfway gone, collapsed in on itself, a crumbled, tangled mess of broken concrete and steel. How could anyone have survived that? It’d been a long time since Kaiden had lost his father, but seeing the devastation on their monitor, the pain came back anew. Except worse. Worse because he knew Zelda was experiencing it and there was nothing he could do to ease it. The only thing worse than suffering was watching someone you cared for suffer.

      “Zelda…” he began to say, but his voice gave out. What had he meant to say? What was there to say?

      Titus lifted a hand and placed it on her shoulder. He gave it a light squeeze. Comforting, maybe. Reassuring.

      Zelda didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes were still locked on to the news feed. Kaiden half expected them to bore a hole through it.

      “The Party did this,” she said. “They’re going to regret it. I’m going to make them regret it.”

      She spoke slow and cold, and confident beyond a shadow of a doubt. Her words weren’t a threat. They weren’t a promise. They were fact. Fact not yet realized, perhaps, but they would be.

      A chill ran down Kaiden’s spine as he heard her words.

      “Zelda, you can’t know they’re dead. Maybe they weren’t home? Or maybe they were and they sur—”

      “Stop.”

      She hadn’t pulled her eyes from the monitor, but it was clear she was speaking to him.

      “This was intentional. This was targeted.”

      “You have to reach out to them. Have to see if they’re okay.”

      Titus elbowed him in the ribs, then gave a quick shake of his head as if to stay ‘stop talking.’

      “They want me to reach out,” Zelda said coolly; calmly. “They want to hurt me, and in that hurt, they want me to make a mistake. To reach out to my family and reveal where I am.” She rose and strode toward her VR pod. “But that’s not going to happen.”

      With an eerie calm, she activated the pod, then eased herself into it. Kaiden found himself reminded of college science experiments where they’d superheated water. It’d heat and heat and heat with no apparent change. Then, the moment the slightest disturbance struck it, it’d explode with a boiling, scarring, flesh-searing violence. For all the world, in that moment, that was what he saw in Zelda. He made to speak, to say something comforting, something to help her, then stopped.

      “We have a quest to finish,” she said, then closed her pod.

      Silence followed the final hiss as its lid slid shut.

      “Turn that off,” Titus said, gesturing to the monitor. Kaiden made a quick slicing motion with his hand and the screen clicked off.

      “Is she okay?” Kaiden said, nodding at her pod. “I mean, I know she’s not, but…”

      “She’s far from okay,” Titus said. “She’s probably in shock. Not to mention a dozen other things. Angry above all else. Vengeful.” He shook his head. “Whenever something like this happened to one of the King Street boys, we’d get enough booze to drown an elephant. Get plastered, break some things – a rival gang’s faces, more often than not. But... but this is Zelda. That doesn’t exactly sound like her mourning process.”

      “We have to help her. We have to do... something,” Kaiden said, then fell silent. How did one react to this? He hadn’t even been the one to lose his parents today, and yet he was utterly paralyzed. Paralyzed with worry for Zelda. With pain for what she was going through. With confusion over what to do next. It was a solid, physical pain rising from down in his stomach. Like a serrated rod, sawing through his chest with each beat of his heart.

      “We have to make sure her parents are okay,” he said. “Or... or find out if they’re not.”

      “No.”

      Titus rose and moved over to his pod.

      “Zelda’s right. That’s what the Party wants. It’s time we finish this quest. It’s time we bring these bastards down.”
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        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      The first of the attacking dark turen skirmishers exploded near instantly. Against the improved weapons of the Veritas II it was fighting a very uphill battle.

      “Who’s next?” Kaiden growled, spinning his turret around and searching for another target. In the murky space of the Fist Nebula it was near impossible to see the ships before they emerged on attack runs. But Kaiden didn’t need much time to blast them into scrap. Him, or Titus, or Zelda, or any of the retired marines they’d picked up on their way out here. Together, they had every turret on the light cruiser manned. The dark turen attacked, and died, with violence.

      The turrets on the opposite side of the Veritas II opened up. Return fire sounded for a few seconds, and then moments later, a distant explosion washed over the ship.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      Debris clinked off the hull as it whooshed past into the cloudy nebula.

      “Two in the bag,” Titus reported over the comms.

      “We’re making good progress down toward the ring,” Acton announced to the ship as they continued forward. “I’m cutting thrust to half so we don’t crash into the... planet? Station? Whatever it is.”

      Two more dark turen skirmishers faded into view on Kaiden’s side of the ship. They were solidifying by the moment as they drew closer, fewer and fewer clouds between them and the Veritas II.

      “Incoming on starboard side,” Kaiden said, then swung his turret toward the skirmishers’ approaching silhouettes.

      “I have eyes on,” Zelda responded. Several of the crew-manned turrets also spun to acquire the targets.

      Kaiden eased his crosshair to follow the skirmishers’ trajectory, lining up his shot, then leading the targets ever so slightly. His thumb hovered over the trigger, ready to unleash a barrage.

      “Dust ‘em,” Zelda said.

      Every turret on the starboard side of the Veritas II opened up. The skirmishers tried to take evasive action but the space around them was full of armor-piercing, high-explosive rounds, compliments of the Veritas II’s newly upgraded turrets. The first attacker caught a blast in the wing that left him spinning. He jerked to one side and right into the path of another shot.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      The guns on the Veritas II were just too big. The skirmishers had health bars and armor and shields, but it hardly mattered. When it came to ship progression in Nova, fighters weren’t made to take on cruisers by themselves – even light cruisers. The additional space inside each cruiser allowed them to boast shields, engines, and weapons several orders of magnitude larger than those of the fighters. A talented pilot might have been able to stay alive – dodging fire and staying in the dead zones around the Veritas II where the turrets couldn't reach – but these dark turen pilots were only mid-level NPCs.

      The second dark turen ship took a direct hit. The shot tore through its shield and buried itself in the ship’s cockpit. Doing what it was designed to, at first the round just punched through the hull. A moment later, however, the timer ran out and the fuse detonated.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      The skirmisher experienced what the mechanics liked to call a ‘rapid unplanned disassembly,’ or as Kaiden thought of it: absolute obliteration. There was hardly any debris left to clatter against the side of the Veritas II as they flew past.

      “Attackers clear,” Kaiden said, but kept his eyes peeled just in case. A good thing, too. Not a moment later, another ship appeared, this one bigger than the others.

      “Corvette incoming!” Acton said through comms.

      “All turrets, direct fire onto it,” Kaiden shouted. And they did. Streams of armor-piercing rounds dived toward the incoming ship. With its massive engines, though, it pulled a tight turn, then another, then launched forward. Most of the rounds fired at it missed as Kaiden and the rest of the gunners adjusted to the speed of the ship.

      Then its guns opened up. Only half the number of turrets as the Veritas II, but enough to do some damage. Their shields flared to life, absorbing the shots as the light cruiser shook and kicked.

      “They hit hard,” Acton growled through comms. "And they’re evasive enough to cause some trouble. But we’ve a trick up our sleeves yet.”

      
        
        Missile lock: acquired

      

      

      The torpedoes! Kaiden realized as he read the notification.

      
        
        Missile lock: acquired

        Missile lock: acquired

      

      

      Three torpedoes? Acton's not messing around. Each torpedo was an expensive purchase, unlike turrets which came with infinite ammo.

      “Ashes to ashes,” Acton said. From his spot in the turret, Kaiden had a great view as the torpedoes launched from the front of the Veritas II then pulled a hard turn back toward the dark turen corvette. They tore through the nebula, leaving a faint trail of gas from their thrusters, then slammed into the enemy’s shield.

      Living up to their name, the tumbler torpedoes spun wildly after striking the shield. Cart-wheeling end over end, they battered into the hull of the corvette, then tore straight through it. One hit the midship, another the cargo bay, and a third the engines. They tore into the ship, then moments later broke out of the other side, streaming debris and internal components with them.

      With three massive holes blown through it, the corvette slowed, its engines struggling. A moment later, its shields flickered, then went out.

      “Looks like it’s open season," Acton said. “Have at ‘em.”

      He didn’t need to say more. The turrets all over the Veritas II opened up in near unison and made short work of the dark turen.

      Once the remains of the corvette fell away into the nebula, there was silence. If there were any more attackers lurking in the clouds, they didn’t reveal themselves.

      “Good work, everyone,” Kaiden said.

      “Captains,” Acton replied through comms. “We’re drawing in on the ring. You might want to come see this.”

      “En route,” Zelda said, and from his turret, Kaiden could see as Zelda retracted hers back into the ship. He followed suit and jogged to catch up to her as she made her way along the inside of the Veritas II.

      “Zelda,” he said, reaching out to touch her shoulder. “About earlier…”

      “Nothing to talk about,” she said and pulled away. “Keep focused on the mission, Kaiden.”

      He opened his mouth to say something else, but she was already gone, striding with a cold, steady anger toward the cockpit.

      Titus joined them as they arrived.

      “Take a look at this,” Acton said, gesturing beyond the windshield. Just ahead, the ring was manifesting through the clouds.

      It was big. Bigger than Kaiden had realized at first, and now, bigger than he thought possible. It wasn’t just a ring; it was an entire planet, just... shaped into a ring. Along its interior edge, mountains stretched into what appeared to be an atmosphere, while in other areas, great grassy plains and savannah stretched into the distance. The closer they drew, the more detail became apparent.

      “That’s... that’s something,” Titus said, eyes wide.

      “We’re here for business, not to ogle the creation of some overly-creative programmer,” Zelda said, scoffing at the view. “Get in, get the job done, get out.”

      “Roger that,” Kaiden said, trying to be amicable. “Acton, can you find that distress signal we picked up last time we were here?”

      “Already following it,” he said. With a few taps on his terminal a trajectory was projected onto the windshield. A transparent, glowing line mapped their course in real time, down to the ring, then into a relatively clear section of what appeared to be grassland.

      “Can you play the distress signal again?” Titus asked, leaning down to Acton’s terminal and looking for the button to do so. The first officer waved him away, then tapped his screen.

      “Attention all space-faring vessels within broadcast range of this signal: This is Allista of the SS Scire. We are an unarmed research vessel operating under the tenets of the Alafia Convention’s Knowledge for All declaration. Our ship has been attacked and disabled by unknown assailants. Varied structural and internal damage forced us into an emergency landing on the ring. We are in need of immediate assistance.”

      Kaiden reviewed the quest they’d received the last time they’d been here, then screen-capped it and sent it to everyone, just in case.

      
        
        Quest: Find the survivors of the SS Scire

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, 600 credits

      

      

      Titus nodded as he looked at the screenshot. “What are we waiting for, then?” he asked. “Let’s get down there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even if they hadn’t been able to track the distress signal to its source, the very obvious damage to the surface of the ring would have made it easy enough. The Scire had left quite a debris field as it’d crashed down onto the ring. For two hundred yards or more, the ground was littered with debris and scraps of metal, not to mention the gouge marks where the ship had dragged across the ground and churned the soil into a ravaged mess.

      “Keep the turrets manned and alert while we’re out here, just in case,” Kaiden said over the comms. He, Titus, and Zelda were riding the elevator down from the belly of the Veritas II.

      “Yes, sir!” the marines responded in unison.

      Jeez, but that’s getting annoying. They’d been programmed a bit over-realistic and answered every order with an almost painfully sharp salute and a barked, ‘Yes, sir!’

      The elevator touched down with a gentle thud and the suspension rods hissed as they released a steady stream of air.

      Kaiden stepped off the platform and several system messages appeared in his vision.

      
        
        Location discovered: Southern Savannah, Planet of the Ring

        Faction Alignment: Cult of the Dark Turen

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Planet Hopper - 300 EXP!

        You’ve visited... how many planets is it now? Too many to count. And far too many for you to keep getting achievements for. Congratulations.

      

      

      “Planet of the Ring?” Titus asked, no doubt reading the message.

      “Not the most creative of names,” Kaiden agreed with a shrug. He was too distracted by the view in front of him – or rather, above him – to say much else.

      He’d never been on a ring world before, and now, standing on its surface, a severe sense of nausea overtook him. All around, the planet stretched away in a flowing grassland of golden-brown stalks of grass. On the very distant horizon, the land sloped up in a gentle curve, up and up and up until it had doubled back on itself and was completely upside down above him. There, the cold, white-capped peaks of frozen mountains lunged down at him like fangs, or massive earthen stalactites. Kaiden couldn’t shake the feeling that any moment they would break free and tumble down onto him.

      “The physics here make absolutely no sense,” he said, staring slack-jawed at the view.

      “I find it easier just to roll with it,” Titus said. “Try not to think about it too much, right?”

      Zelda ignored both of them and set off at a good clip toward the wreckage of the Scire just ahead. Several tall, slim figures loitered around the remains of the ship. As Zelda approached, they turned to face her.

      The foremost of them was tall, even by turen standards, clothed in the race’s usual flowing robes, and what could only be described as the futuristic version of sweat pants. She was mostly arms and legs, with a narrow head atop her stick-like frame. A scrunched-up face was adorned with two sets of almost-human eyes above the thin slits of a nose and a marginally thicker line that marked her mouth.

      “Welcome, newcomers. I am Allista of the SS Scire. I—”

      “We know who you are,” Zelda said, cutting the tall, wispy turen off mid-sentence. “Our quest was to find you.” The rest of the turen survivors scowled, or turned their narrow mouths down the slightest percent of a degree, which Kaiden assumed was their equivalent of a scowl.

      Nonetheless, as if on cue, the quest updated.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Find the survivors of the SS Scire

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 2,500 EXP, 600 credits

      

      

      
        
        Level 25 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      Nice, Kaiden thought, then quickly assigned his stat points to their usual destinations. In the meantime, Allista continued talking.

      “A quest? That is interesting. If you have a quest, that leads me to presume you were sent here to find us—”

      “Presume whatever you want,” Zelda said, cutting her off again.

      “Zelda, what are you doing?” Kaiden asked through their private comm channel.

      “Skipping non-essential dialogue,” she fired back, then looked the turen in her two sets of eyes. “‘From the non-believers came a holy king, who, with fire and with fist, forged a holy ring.’ Those are the lines of a riddle that led us to you. I expect you’ll know what the rest of the riddle means. Tell us where we have to go next.” She cleared her throat, then completed the riddle. “At the peak of the crown, where the sirens sing, one misstep will interrupt his eternal dream.”

      “I have not studied riddles,” said the turen. “No self-respecting turen would waste time on such useless distractions. As it is, we’ve lost enough time trapped on this planet. We came here to study the tomb of the eternal king, not get shipwrecked and wait to be rescued by brusque humans.”

      “The ‘tomb of the eternal king,’” Kaiden said through their private comms channel. “Is it just me or does that sound like the place the riddle wants us to go? Where else would he be eternally dreaming?”

      “You came here to study a tomb?” Titus said to Allista.

      “The quest for knowledge is unending. My crew and I came here to gather knowledge of the dark turen zealots. The tomb of their king is a location of cultural and archaeological significance.” She seemed less annoyed now that she was speaking to Titus. “With our ship disabled, we have been unable to reach the tomb. You, however, have a working ship.”

      Titus smiled at that.

      “I am sure financial compensation can be arranged if you would transport my crew and I to the tomb so that we may study it and record our findings. Rumor tells of a hidden room at the heart of the complex that contains the accumulated knowledge of the dark turen zealots.” As she spoke, another quest appeared.

      
        
        Quest: The Knowledge of the Dark Turen

        Stage 1: Lead Allista into the tomb of the Eternal King

        Expected difficulty: Expert

        Reward: 6,000 EXP, +90 faction prestige, 4,000 credits

      

      

      “And there it is,” Kaiden said, reading through the quest update. “Whoa, look at that faction prestige,” he said, reading the text of the mission more closely.

      “Now we're talking!” Titus cheered into comms.

      “This must be some sort of core quest to the turen faction,” Zelda said.

      Allista nodded toward Zelda.

      “From what you told me of the riddle you're following, I believe our goals are aligned," Allista said. “’The peak of the crown,’ as referred to in your riddle, is no doubt the mountain on the ring with the greatest elevation from sea level – which can be a difficult thing to calculate on such a unique planetoid as this. We have mapped the crown from space, but were attacked when our ship approached it.” She paused, then nodded. “‘Where the sirens sing.’ I am reasonably certain that is an artistic, though superfluous, description of the naturally occurring high wind speed reported to howl across the peak of the crown.”

      “The crown, great. Acton, can you find that?” Zelda said.

      “We don’t have any location data for this planet. But I can use the scanners to find the mountain with the highest elevation.”

      “Do it.”

      “‘One misstep will interrupt his eternal dream.’ This line perplexes me,” Allista continued. “It is common knowledge the heretic referred to as the ‘Eternal King’ was, in fact, not eternal. He died, along with his foolish followers, in exile on this planet.”

      “So... the riddle wants us to go to the mountain top,” Kaiden said, working through things in his mind, “and... what? Pay the Eternal King’s tomb a visit?”

      Titus nodded.

      “And so does the quest she gave us. That's enough confirmation for me. This is what Bernstein wanted us to do here.”

      “So let’s do it.” Zelda turned from Allista and headed back toward the Veritas II.
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        Location discovered: The Crown, Planet of the Ring

        Faction Alignment: Cult of the Dark Turen

      

      

      “Our misguided brothers and sisters consider this place to be sacred,” Allista said, staring at the entrance to the tomb in front of them. “Of course, their minds are clouded with idolatry and other equally foolish notions. Nonetheless, this place... holds meaning to them.”

      “Looks like a door to me,” Titus said with a shrug.

      Considering the Crown was supposedly the tallest, most imposing peak on the ring world, the flight to it had been easier than expected. They’d taken off from the savannah and pointed the Veritas II toward the sky. Due to the way the ring world wrapped around itself, with all its topography on the interior of the band, flying up had quickly become flying down. They reached the Crown from above and set down in a snow-filled depression at its peak. Kaiden didn’t even try to comprehend how the physics of such a feat were supposed to work.

      Now, along with their boarding crew of retired marines, and accompanied by Allista, they stood before the door to the Eternal King’s tomb.

      “So... how do we get in? Should we knock?” Kaiden stepped up to the door, then looked back to Allista for advice.

      “Knocking? On a turen door?” Allista pursed her thin lips. “Your attempt at humor is unamusing.” With that, she nodded toward the door. At her gesture, a bright light flashed from it, encompassing them. The surroundings disappeared and for a moment, everything was light. Kaiden blinked and it was gone. They were inside.

      Right. Turen doors always do that teleportation thing. Show-offs.

      “This is a tomb?” Titus asked, staring wide-eyed at their surroundings. “Looks more like a... I don’t know, a locker room.”

      He wasn’t wrong, Kaiden figured, looking around the space.

      The room was mostly one big open space, with a few stone benches in the middle – seemingly carved out of the floor – and what appeared for all the world to be lockers lining the walls. Most of them hung open, but for the last one on both the left and right wall. These were sealed shut.

      Above, the roof curved into a gentle dome. A ring of inset lights illuminated its circumference, casting the room in a light yellow glow.

      “A locker room with some coat racks,” Titus said, frowning ahead. Kaiden followed his eyes and what appeared to be two tall, spindly-armed, metal coat racks stood by the door at the far end of the room. The only problem was, the last time Kaiden had checked, coat racks didn’t move of their own accord. Or bend their arms down to draw twin pairs of long, curved swords. Or shake and clatter as legs emerged from their bases.

      “Coat racks with swords, then?” Titus chuckled.

      “As usual, your human intellect falls short of grasping the magnificence of turen technology. What you’ve erroneously identified as furniture are—”

      “Cryo-guardians,” Kaiden said, interrupting her as his visor filled his vision with information on the now approaching enemies.

      
        
        Cryo-guardian

        Level: 15

        Quick facts: Though they come in near limitless varieties, cryo-guardians are exclusively found near cryo-sleep pods. These automatons are filled with and powered by the life force of the cryogenically suspended souls they watch over.

      

      

      Kaiden captured the information in a screenshot and sent it to the others.

      “They’re both level fifteen,” he said, readying his hammer. “Shouldn’t be too much of an issue.”

      “Marines at the back, rifles at the ready,” Zelda said, raising her own hammer-gun to her shoulder and taking aim at the cryo-guardians, which were approaching with jerky, abrupt movements.

      “Are they... malfunctioning?” Kaiden asked. They’d been moving for several seconds now, but hadn’t made it far at all.

      “Who cares?” Zelda responded, then fired Improved Burst Arrow at the nearest of the enemies. The beam of energy caught the cryo-guardian in the chest – or the thin, broom-handle-like tubing Kaiden assumed was its chest – and its health bar flashed, then drained to sixty-two percent. In response, the cryo-guardian raised one stick-like arm. There was a flash and then a plume of flame erupted from the end of it. Kaiden stepped up and met it with his shield. His charge bar filled steadily as the flames swirled around him, though he couldn’t stop all of them. Several tongues of flame licked at his shoulders and neck, working away at his health. A moment later, they stopped.

      It can’t be this easy, can it? Kaiden wondered, checking his health. The flames hadn’t done any damage to him. Something’s wrong. I sense a trap. He used most of the charge he’d gained to activate an ability.

      
        
        Ability: Improved Enhanced Senses

        Senses are honed to the point that the user can sense incoming threats before they occur. Player is alerted when they or a party member are targeted by a ranged attack, and also gains a 50% chance to detect traps. All other effects remain unchanged.

      

      

      Kaiden scanned the room quickly, looking for some indication of anything out of the ordinary. The only thing that caught his eye was a faint red light at the sides of the room. The two sealed lockers from before were highlighted with it in his vision.

      Are they traps? He’d never detected one before, so didn’t know how the ability would show them, but clearly his visor was drawing his attention to them.

      “Stay away from the closed lockers,” he warned the others. “Something’s up with them.”

      “We can win this fight from right here,” Zelda said, then turned to the twenty marines gathered behind her. “Light ‘em up.”

      And they did.

      Their rifles fired in near unison, unleashing a volley of ‘hard’ ammo, as they called it. As far as Kaiden had seen, most players and NPCs in Nova preferred laser-based weapons. The retired marines they’d hired on as ship crew, though, still used some form of lead-based ammunition. A sort of counter-countermeasure, he’d learned. Most shields were designed to repel laser attacks, not lead bullets. Whatever the cryo-guardians were made out of, it wasn’t designed to repel either.

      The guardian on the right’s health dropped into the yellow, then the red. Zelda hit it with another Improved Burst Arrow and it shattered into a dozen parts, springs and gears bouncing away while circuits sparked and hissed.

      
        
        Cryo-guardian assisted kill - 700 EXP gained!

      

      

      The second guardian was still coming at them, but was already down to forty-five percent health.

      Titus lowered his shield.

      “Maybe the dark turen put all their defense budget into their fleet?”

      A scream tore through the room. Shrieking, piercing, and so loud it left Kaiden’s ears ringing. As it ended, the locker on the right side of the room exploded open. The door flew off its hinges and slammed into the far wall. A moment later, a figure stepped out from inside.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy

        Level: 28

        Quick facts: Life forms who spend too long in cryo-sleep can slip into a half-dead, half-alive state, known as cryo-mummification. The strength of the mummy depends on the level of the life form it once was and it retains the stats of its former existence, but with a slight debuff.

      

      

      The mummy looked to be a desiccated, wrinkly, cloudy-eyed version of a turen. It wasn’t wrapped in dirty linen or anything like Kaiden was used to seeing in movies. Instead, it was near naked, wearing only a loincloth.

      I’d never planned to see that much of a turen before, Kaiden thought.

      “Nova Online: rated M for turen nudity,” he chuckled under his breath.

      “The cryo-guardians are just precursors to the real enemies,” Zelda said, drawing his attention back to the fight.

      Kaiden turned to the remaining cryo-guardian. It was still working its way over to them, slow and sure. He hit it in what was probably its head with a Hammer Toss.

      
        
        Cryo-guardian assisted kill - 700 EXP gained!

      

      

      As the guardian died, another scream pierced the room, and the last sealed locker burst open to reveal another cryo-mummy.

      “Well, that’s annoying,” Titus said, frowning at it. “We have to beat double the enemies.”

      “Stop whining and start fighting,” Zelda growled, taking aim at the closest mummy. It raised its arms, crossing them, then whipped them back out to the side. As it did, a blast of energy cut across the room with a hissing roar. Zelda side-stepped and managed to avoid the majority of the attack, but the beam still seared her shoulder and her health dropped to eighty percent.

      “These things are level twenty-eight,” Kaiden said, raising his shield and turning back to face them. “This won’t be an easy fight—”

      “You ten, you’re group A. The rest, you’re group B.” Zelda cut him off with a shout. “Group A on me. B, flank to the right. Keep your distance.” As she shouted the commands, she began circling the room, moving to the sides of the mummies.

      “What are you waiting for?” she snapped at Kaiden and Titus. “Attack them!” She gestured to the marines. “Same goes for you all. Fire!”

      They unleashed a rain of attacks on the mummies, who raised their hands in front of their faces. As they did, transparent shields manifested around them. The bulk of the attacks exploded against the shields. Still, some damage trickled through, prodding the mummies’ health a bit lower.

      “While they’re distracted, go!” Zelda shouted again, gesturing Kaiden in toward the mummies.

      “Right. Good plan!” He sprinted forward, raising his hammer. Titus did the same.

      The mummies must have seen them coming as they both fired another laser blast. Kaiden intentionally stepped into one, blocking the damage with his shield and absorbing charge. The beam of energy was so big, though, he couldn’t block all of it. His health bar flashed, then dropped to ninety-two percent.

      These guys hit hard, he thought, closing the distance to them. I’ll just have to hit harder.

      The mummy directly in front of him put down its shield to fire another blast. As it did, the onslaught from Zelda and the marines tore into is health. Nonetheless, the mummy crossed its arms to charge its attack.

      They have to lower their shields to attack. That’s good to know, but I can think of a way to stop them from doing both.

      
        
        Ability: Shield Bash

        The warden strikes out with their shield, dealing no damage but stunning the target for 2 seconds.

        Cost: 15 charge

        Cooldown 2 minutes

      

      

      Kaiden’s attack smashed into the mummy’s chest, stunning it for two seconds.

      “There’s your window!” he shouted.

      Zelda and the marines didn’t need to be told twice. They concentrated their fire on the stunned enemy. It might have been a few levels higher than all of them, but the sheer amount of attacks hitting it at once was too much for it to take. The mummy’s health dropped in a constant stream, sped up all the more as Kaiden landed two headshots on it with his hammer.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill – 1,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      “One down,” Kaiden said, then turned toward the other. Titus was dueling with it, lashing out with hammer strikes whenever it lowered its shield to attack. The mummy crossed its arms, charging its beam attack, and Titus took advantage of the moment to land two more hammer strikes. He loaded up for a third, but he wasn’t going to have time.

      “Titus, it’s going to fire!” Kaiden shouted.

      “That’s the plan,” he said with a smirk.

      The mummy’s energy beam exploded forward. At the last second, Titus activated Reflection, then plunged his shield into the laser.

      His shield was big enough to stop the entirety of the attack. And with Reflection active, he bounced twenty percent of the damage back at the mummy.

      Niiiice, Kaiden thought, smiling to himself as he lunged in to join the fight.

      The mummy was level twenty-eight, but it was outnumbered twenty-three to one. Levels were important, but with those numbers, the fight was a foregone conclusion. One of the marines struck the fatal blow and the mummy collapsed into a pile of dust.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill – 1,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      No screams pierced the room this time. No lockers exploded open. Instead, the only sound was a slight click as the door at the far end of the room unlocked and a light blinked on. The door flashed, then they were surrounded with light. It faded and they were in the next room.

      “You know doors are kind of a solved technology, right? Do you really need to teleport everywhere?” Kaiden asked, blinking the after images of the light from his vision.

      “Innovation for innovation’s sake advances all species,” Allista replied, but Kaiden wasn’t listening. As his vision cleared, he’d seen they were in a similar room to the first. And, like the first, cryo-guardians were waiting for them. Except instead of two, now there were six. And behind them, six sealed lockers.
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      “Discuss how we’re going to continue this investigation.”

      Thorne turned the words over and over in her mind. That was what Werner had said, but it was far from what he’d meant. A more correct statement would have sounded something like: “Dictate how you’re going to sit idly by while apparently deep-rooted corruption leads to blatant disregard for the law and a violation of citizens’ rights.”

      But Werner wasn’t one for saying what he meant. No, he was a liar and a criminal – even if he wore a Party uniform. But how much help did he have? Was he alone? Or was the corruption rampant? Somewhere in between? Thorne had no idea.

      He’d threatened it went all the way to the commander, but she doubted that. She didn’t have the means to prove it or much of a way to check, but the commander was… well, he was harsh and had the capability to be cruel, but the Party needed men like that. Civilization needed men like that. A few of them, at least, and only when they could be kept on a tight leash. A leash Thorne had assumed was held by the upper echelon of the Party. If the commander had gone bad, though, what could she do about it? And more immediately, what could she do about Werner?

      She didn’t have any answers. Not yet, anyway. But she would find them. She just needed time to think, time to plan. While she did, there was a still a job to do. If she neglected that, she’d raise Werner’s suspicions. No, that wouldn’t do. She needed to pretend like she’d been cowed by his disguised warnings and implied threats. Just until she could make her move. Then it’d be all over. What was that line she’d picked up in officer school? It’d been from the required reading material. She pondered a moment. Ah, that was it. She smiled as the quote slipped across her lips.

      “If an injury must be done to a man, it should be so severe that his vengeance need not be feared.” That was exactly what she’d do to Werner and anyone else involved with him when the time was right—

      “Captain? I have a ping.” The voice pulled her back to reality. Well, virtual reality, where she was in a specialized shuttle equipped with long-range scanners, as was the rest of the search party she’d put together.

      “I just picked up the Veritas II in my sector,” the warden said through the official comm channel established for the search.

      Thorne pulled up the warden’s position.

      “You’re searching... abandoned space,” she said. “But… no. Not abandoned. The Fist Nebula is out there.” She typed up a quick message and sent it to command, asking for a brief on the Fist Nebula. She was aware of it in a general sense, but there were specialists at command whose entire job was to provide field operatives with game lore and knowledge on demand.

      “The fugitives were heading into the nebula as I arrived. My scanners picked up their ship for a moment before losing it.”

      “You have a confirmed reading that it was them?”

      “One hundred percent, sir.”

      “Okay, okay,” Thorne said, trying to calm herself as her thoughts whipped up into a flurry.

      We have something. Something concrete. Finally.

      “Begin an orbit of the nebula, but keep your distance. If they come back out, follow them at the limits of your scanner. Don’t get spotted. We’re on our way.”
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        Level 26 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      
        
        Ability unlocked: Enfeebling Strike

      

      

      The notification manifested at the corner of Kaiden’s vision but he hardly had time to read it. His only reaction was a surge of relief that flowed through him as his health bar climbed back to one hundred percent.

      “Only two left!” he shouted, then ducked back behind his shield as a beam of energy darted toward him. “Try not to get hit!”

      Their fight through the Eternal King’s tomb had been a tough one so far. They’d lost several marines, and Allista had come close to death several times. The seemingly endless waves of cryo-guardians and the cryo-mummies that followed them had pushed them to their limits.

      Sometimes, combat in Nova was fun. Other times, it was an endurance game of beating one’s enemies while taking minimal damage. That was the case here. They’d been forced to use their stimpacks around room four. Kaiden only had one left now. Were it not for the timely level up, he would have been back to critical health now, in room six.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill – 1,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      Titus finished off one of their remaining opponents without taking any damage. At least, until the last mummy hit him in the back with an energy beam.

      In some sort of berserker mode, the mummy crossed its arms to fire again. The earlier mummies they’d faced had followed a pattern: charge, shoot, retreat into their shield, repeat. This last room had broken that pattern, however. These mummies, when they got low on health, went into all-out attack mode.

      Titus backed away from the impending blast, shield held high. He’d absorbed a ton of damage already and Kaiden was sure his shield would overload with much more.

      Thankfully, that didn’t need to be tested.

      
        
        Ability: Paralyzing Shot

        Fires an electric blast that confuses the electrical impulses in the target’s muscles, deals base damage and slows targets movement by 50% for 10 seconds. Cost: 30 charge

        Cooldown: 30 seconds

      

      

      Zelda’s hammer-gun belched out a blast of orange energy. It spun and hurtled end over end as it flew through the air – almost as if it were liquid or plasma – then slammed into the cryo-mummy. At its touch, the turen shook rapidly, arms and legs spasming.

      Nonetheless, the mummy tried to aim at Titus, pointing its chest toward him. The movement debuff from Zelda’s attack took its toll, however.

      The turen fired, but Titus sprinted to the side. The energy beam followed but couldn’t keep up. The attack ended with a fizzle and Kaiden felt himself smile as he charged in to finish the fight.

      A Hammer Toss and two hammer strikes followed by an Improved Kinetic Grenade from Zelda did the job, and the mummy collapsed into dust.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill – 1,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      “That’s the last of them,” Kaiden said, but didn’t lower his shield. Every time they’d cleared a room, they’d been near-instantly teleported into the next. The door at the far end of their room clicked, then…

      Nothing.

      No light. No teleportation. They stayed where they were.

      Kaiden looked around, then cleared his throat.

      “Does that mean…?”

      Allista nodded.

      “We’re here.”

      Zelda started moving toward the door.

      “Let’s finish this.”

      “Wait, wait, wait! How about we catch a breather before we head in?” Kaiden said, stepping in front of her. “Let’s not Leeroy Jenkins this thing.”

      Titus gave him a questioning frown.

      “I’ll explain later,” Kaiden said, turning his attention back to Zelda. She’d been a woman possessed ever since, well, the bombings. And understandably so, Kaiden figured. But, as much as he sympathized with her, in this situation, haste was only going to get them all killed. It wouldn’t hurt to take a moment and make sure they had a solid game plan.

      “What are we waiting on?” she said, making to push past him.

      “To get our thoughts in order before we blindly rush in. For starters, we should share what abilities we unlocked from that level up. Assign stat points, you know, the usual.” This had become common practice. Normally, Kaiden wouldn’t have to say anything about it, but Zelda wasn’t herself anymore. Not for the time being, anyway.

      Zelda shot him an annoyed look, then followed it with a screenshot of her new ability, Paralyzing Shot. Kaiden ignored her to read through the text of it. He’d glanced at it during the fighting but hadn’t had time to properly assess everything.

      “This could be useful,” he said, nodding.

      “Yes, we already saw its usefulness. We’re wasting time.” Her annoyed look was building into something more now. Kaiden turned away rather than face it.

      “Uh, Titus? What’ve you got?”

      
        
        Ability: Shield Slam (Replaces Shield Bash).

        The warden slams their shield into the ground, stunning enemies in a 5ft radius. Same cost and cooldown as Shield Bash.

      

      

      That’s an area of effect stun. He can get a ton of enemies at once. I can already see potential in pairing this with Zelda’s Kinetic Grenade.

      “Nice!” Kaiden raised his hand and Titus made a high-five gesture from across the room.

      “Yeah, it’s cool. No big deal,” he said with a smirk. “So, show us yours?”

      Kaiden sent the screenshot to them, then read through his own new ability as well.

      
        
        Ability: Enfeebling Strike

        Loads charge into your hammer. On a successful hit, this charge floods into the target’s nervous system, making them more susceptible to pain. Increases damage taken by target by 50% for 10 seconds.

        Cost: 50 charge

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 26

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 41 (+2)	Intelligence: 35

        Endurance: 41		Perception: 35

        Dexterity: 98 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Kickback, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Lightspeed, Improved Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught, Enfeebling Strike

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      Again, another ability that pairs well. And at fifty charge? This is a great attack to lead with. We could end fights much quicker with what’s functionally a fifty percent buff to all damage on a single target.

      Kaiden let his mind explore the ability’s potential while he brought up his character sheet and assigned his new stat points. He still wanted to look at branching into other areas with them, but they’d hardly had spare time for him to sit and consider it.

      “All right,” Kaiden said as he closed his character sheet. “Can we talk strategy? Figure out how we’re going to handle the boss?”

      “We don’t know anything about him. We’re just wasting time,” Zelda said.

      Kaiden ignored her for the moment.

      “Allista? Can you tell us anything about the Eternal King?”

      The turen paused as if thinking, then blinked, one eye at a time. Finally, she shook her head.

      “All we have is rumors about him. Nothing that can be distinguished as factual.”

      “Well, what do the rumors say?” Kaiden asked. Rumors are better than nothing, right? Maybe there’s a hint of truth to them.

      Allista frowned as if the thought was distasteful.

      “It’s mostly nonsense. Religious ramblings from the dark turen idolaters. ‘So powerful is the Eternal King he cannot be harmed.’ ‘So wise is the Eternal King he can enlighten or confuse his enemies with a single word.’ ‘So mighty is the Eternal King he can strike down his foes with a single blow.’” She raised her hands as if at a loss. “It’s all unsubstantiated nonsense.”

      “And a waste of our time,” Zelda said. She huffed, then walked toward the door. “Let’s do this already.”

      She waved her hand in front of the little light embedded in the center of the door and the room became blindingly bright.
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        Quest Complete: The Knowledge of the Dark Turen

        Stage 1: Lead Allista into the tomb of the Eternal King

        Expected difficulty: Expert

        Reward: 6,000 EXP, +90 faction prestige, 4,000 credits

      

      

      The notification rang in as soon as the light faded, leaving them standing on the edge of a massive space.

      “You’ve done well, bringing me here. My employer will see to it that you’re paid,” Allista said, taking in the room. It was a massive space. One great, circular wall wrapped around them, capped by a dome. Five pillars, each three or four times as thick as a person, rose from floor to ceiling. Complex pictographs covered them, carvings depicting scenes of what Kaiden assumed was dark turen history. At the center of the room, and surrounded by the pillars, was a giant statue of a dark turen. Even though the figure was sitting cross-legged on the floor, he stretched fifteen feet into the air and appeared to be made of some sort of stone.

      Titus whistled low.

      “That’s one heck of a statue.”

      “The zealots were fond of art and architecture. One of the many ways in which they strayed from the true path of knowledge.” Allista raised her handheld scanner and aimed it at the statue, capturing the pictographs carved into its body “I need to record this data. When that’s done, we’ll have one last room to explore. One last piece of dark turen culture that needs to be studied,” she explained.

      As her scanner’s light touched the statue, its stone eyes snapped open. Except they weren't stone. And it wasn't a statue.

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Disturbing the King’s Slumber - 500 EXP!

        You’ve woken a fearsome foe from his cryogenically-induced sleep. No big deal, he’s just the king of the dark turen. Smooth move.

      

      

      
        
        The Eternal King

        Level: 40

        Quick facts: Enlarged to gargantuan proportions through illegal genetic modification, the king of the dark turen is a fearsome opponent. Beware his psychic attacks and legions of devoted followers.

      

      

      
        
        **Update**

        Quest: The Knowledge of the Dark Turen

        Stage 2: Lead Allista to the king’s treasure vault

        Expected difficulty: Expert

        Reward: 9,000 EXP, +125 faction prestige 7,000 credits

      

      

      “Uhh, nothing in this quest said anything about fighting the Eternal King,” Kaiden said, taking a step back.

      “No one mentioned he was thirty feet tall, either,” Titus added.

      “Well, he’s only like half the size of the grachnid commander we fought on Zeross,” Zelda said.

      “We had an army with us then.” Kaiden clenched his hammer tighter.

      I could use a couple tanks and about two dozen machine-gun troopers right about now.

      The king blinked, then shook out his shoulders, coming to life as if it’d been years since he'd last moved. Then, with all too much ease, he raised his arms with a flourish, fingers stretched and splayed. Rivers of swirling black energy rose from the floor, then manifested themselves into freshly spawned cryo-mummies. Six in total, and each level twenty-six.

      “He’s half the size of the grachnid commander and he comes with friends.” Titus shook his head. “This just gets better and better.”

      “We can take him,” Zelda said, then aimed her hammer-gun.

      The king lowered his arms until his hands rested on his kneecaps. A burst of purple energy rolled over his body and then he lifted into the air. Legs still crossed, he floated until he was halfway to the ceiling – and far out of melee attack range.

      “That’s not going to save you,” Zelda growled, then fired an Improved Burst Arrow. It detonated early, exploding against a previously unseen shield of some sort.

      “Defeating the king will not be so easy,” Allista said over her shoulder while continuing to scan the walls of the chamber. “But if you help me scan these walls, we may yet preserve some of this data before our inevitable deaths.”

      As Kaiden watched, a health bar manifested above the king’s head. Then, above that, a second health bar. Whereas the first was red, this one was purple and showed ninety-nine percent.

      His shield has its own health bar. This could get tricky.

      “We’re going to have to get through that if we want to bring him down,” Kaiden shouted to the others.

      “Not to mention his friends,” Titus added, flicking his shield on as the cryo-mummies charged.

      “You deal with the mummies. I’ll take care of this overgrown stick bug,” Zelda said to them, then turned to their remaining twelve marines. “Group one, you’re with me,” she commanded. “Group two, cover Titus and Kai.”

      All right, then. Let’s do this.

      The mummies moved in unison, as if they all shared one mind. Whereas those from the previous rooms had all attacked with laser blasts, these rushed in close. Dark energy swirled around their hands, then formed into short, heavy swords. The cutting edges of the blades were a solid mass of sharpened metal, but the rear edges faded into trailing strands of the energy, like torn banners flapping in the wind.

      
        
        Dark Turen Cleaver

      

        

      
        Rarity: Rare

        Durability: 100%

        -10% base damage

        +20% percent stamina drain

        +5% health drain

      

        

      
        Quick facts: A creation of the forbidden science practiced by the dark turen, these blades drain the stamina and health of their enemies with each successful attack. Half of all drained stamina and health is used to strengthen the cleaver’s wielder.

      

      

      “Try not to get hit by their cleavers,” Kaiden shouted over to Titus.

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” the big man fired back, then blocked a flurry of oncoming slashes.

      Kaiden was forced to focus on his own fight as three of the mummies reached him. They attacked in unison, raising their cleavers, then striking down at the same time. Kaiden managed to catch the first two blows on his shield – filling his charge bar slightly – but couldn’t stop all three at once. The third blade slashed across his hip, taking a chunk of his health and stamina with it.

      These guys hit hard. But... they all attack at once, right? Kaiden backed away, readying for their next attack. Does that mean—

      The mummies swung their swords again, all aiming at his chest. Kaiden ducked to the side and spun away, narrowly avoiding them, then smiled as his suspicion was confirmed.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

        Riposte x2 gained!

      

      

      They all attack at once, which makes dodging their attacks difficult, but building riposte much easier – assuming I don't get hit.

      Kaiden attacked with a hammer strike, aiming for the head of the nearest mummy.

      
        
        +50% damage (Riposte x2)

        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (Headshot)

      

      

      The blow was a savage one and dropped the mummy’s health to fifty-five percent.

      So they're relatively fragile. There's a bit of good news.

      Echoing gunfire broke out from behind and a barrage of lead slammed into the cryo-mummies as the marines Zelda had assigned to cover him and Titus joined the fight.

      The mummies crossed their arms over their chests and lowered into ready stances. Translucent shields of purple light, like the one surrounding the king, formed around them. They rippled when the bullets hit them, but held firm. Still, some damage must have trickled through, as Kaiden watched their health bars drop slightly with each attack.

      So damage can be dealt through their shields – just a bit, though. Can we overload their shields and expose them? Kaiden wondered. He struck forward with another hammer strike, attacking the same mummy as before. With each blow, the thing's shield shook and reverberated. Then, all at once, it flickered and disappeared, like warden shields did when overloaded. The marines’ bullets plunged into the exposed mummy, bursting puffs of dust out of the thing's back.

      “Ha!” Kaiden cheered. “Their shields can be overloaded, guys,” he said over his shoulder. Before he could finish, a yellow light burst into the room, painting the floor around him with a burning brilliance.

      “Kai! Watch out!” Titus shouted.

      Kaiden looked up to see the king looking directly at him. The massive turen’s eyes were glowing with the same yellow light now targeting Kaiden. The light flared, then the ground around Kaiden kicked as if rocked by an earthquake. The attack knocked him into the air, then back down on to his back. His health bar dropped another five percent, but that wasn’t the main problem.

      Kaiden tried to roll back to his feet but found himself unable to move.

      
        
        Stunned for two seconds

      

      

      “Oh crap,” he said as his visor gave him details on the attack he'd just witnessed.

      
        
        Imperious Gaze: an area of effect attack that stuns all enemies within its radius for two seconds and deals minor knockdown damage.

        Range: 45 feet.

        Attack cannot be blocked.

      

      

      The mummies above him moved to attack. Their shields faded away as they lashed out with their swords. One, two, three hits, all at once. Kaiden’s health bar flashed wildly, then dropped to sixty-three percent.

      The marines continued shooting. Each hit dealt some fraction of a percent of damage – which stacked impressively with a large volume of fire – but the mummies ignored them in favor of raising their swords again.

      Another hit from these guys and there won’t be much of me left!

      The stun wore off and Kaiden raised his shield just in time. The three attacks slammed into it, but his health was saved, for the moment. He rose to his feet and activated Blur. His charge bar emptied by fifty, but energy flowed through his body, making him waver and flicker at the edges. The mummies made to attack again and this time he stepped forward, slipping past their attacks.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

        Riposte x2 gained!

      

      

      Now behind his enemies, Kaiden hit the most injured mummy in the back of the head with a hammer strike to deal a stack of damage from riposte combined with another headshot bonus. All those points he'd put into dexterity were really paying off.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill – 1,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      The other two turned to face him and Kaiden used the last of his charge to Shield Bash one. It froze in place, stunned.

      “You’re not the only one with stuns around here, big guy,” Kaiden shot over his shoulder to the floating king, but the boss was occupied. It fired Imperious Gaze at Titus. The big man saw it in time, however, and just managed to step outside the radius of the attack.

      Meanwhile, Zelda and her group of marines blasted away at the king. Beneath the barrage of their attacks, his translucent shield wavered and bucked, turbulent like the surface of a pond struck by a rain of pebbles.

      “We’re not making much headway,” Zelda growled. And she was right. The boss’ shield was only down to eighty-two percent. His health had taken some hits too, but nothing substantial. The shield was tanking pretty much everything they were throwing at him.

      “We’ll be free to help you in a second,” Kaiden said, then turned back to the two mummies still in front of him.

      The mummy that had been stunned was now dead, the marines having done good work on him. The other made to attack, but with Blur still active, Kaiden’s dodge chance was too high. Three attacks might have been a challenge, but one was easy enough to avoid. The mummy’s attack fell well wide.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

      

      

      Kaiden attacked back, aiming a hammer strike at the mummy’s elbow.

      
        
        +25% damage (Riposte x1)

        Critical hit!

        +25% damage (Shattered Elbow)

      

      

      The thing’s health dropped significantly, enough that a follow-up hammer strike put it into the red and a concentrated stream of fire from the marines finished it.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill – 1,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      As it died, two more assisted kill notifications appeared in Kaiden’s vision. Titus was apparently making progress on his own opponents.

      Another mummy rushed Kaiden. It attacked and he stepped into the blow, intentionally catching it on his shield to build some charge, then lashing back with a hammer strike.

      Combined with the support of the marines, they made quick work of the lone cryo-mummy. Its health bar emptied to zero, then it collapsed. Instead of crumbling to dust like the prior mummies, though, this one stayed intact. In fact, they all had, Kaiden realized, looking to the other downed enemies. Then, as he watched, they dissipated, returning to the wavering dark energy they’d been formed from. The energy seeped down into the floor and disappeared.

      The developers had a bit of fun with the effects here, didn’t they? Kaiden pulled his mind from the subject and looked out over the battlefield. Titus finished his last mummy, then looked toward the boss. Kaiden followed his gaze.

      The boss’ shield was down to eighty percent now. Not much progress at all from the last time he’d checked. Then the king dropped out of the air and landed with a crash that shook the room.

      “He's in melee range now!" Zelda shouted.

      All of the marines concentrated fire on the king and Zelda unleashed an Improved Kinetic Grenade. It exploded in a burst of fire, taking a chunk of the king’s shield with it.

      “Get him!” Kaiden shouted, then charged forward.

      Kaiden’s Blur wore off as he arrived, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t dodging attacks now, he was dealing them. He and Titus tore into the king’s shield, whacking away with their hammers. Their blows left no physical signs of trauma but worked away at the shield's hit points.

      On the ground now, the king still sat cross-legged. He inhaled a deep breath, then crossed his arms. A light flared into existence in the center of his chest, accompanied by a distant whine that grew louder by the moment.

      “He’s charging something,” Kaiden shouted to the others.

      The cryo-mummies we fought on the way here charged similar attacks. Those were powerful blasts, but what does the same attack from a thirty-foot-tall dark turen look like? Kaiden shuddered at the thought.

      The high-pitched whine grew louder and louder, and with each moment, the ball of light in front of the king’s chest swelled in size. Then a blood-red light projected from the king’s eyes, painting the ground in a circle around Zelda and her marines.

      “Keep hitting him! We have to get this shield down,” Zelda said, apparently ignoring the building attack.

      “He’s targeting you, Zelda. You need to take cover,” Kaiden shouted by way of warning.

      “Attack him!” was her only retort.

      The king’s light continued to charge for what felt like forever, and while it did, Kaiden and the others continued their assault.

      The king’s shield is down by twenty-five percent, Kaiden thought, quickly calculating the damage they’d done as he struck another blow. And his health to ninety-four percent. They were making great headway now that his shield was in melee range. We need to keep this damage going!

      “We need to find cover,” Titus said, stopping in the middle of an attack, then ducking behind his shield.

      The ball of light in front of the king’s chest was now as large as a boulder. Worse yet, it’d stopped growing. The high-pitched whine had reached a fever pitch now. It rang in Kaiden’s head so loudly he could barely hear his own thoughts.

      “His attack is charged! He’s going to fire!” he shouted, unsure if anyone could hear him.

      Zelda reacted. She and her marines dove for cover, running toward the edge of the red circle. It followed them, though, as the king turned his head, keeping them in his line of sight.

      “Behind a pillar!” Titus shouted and Zelda complied, ducking behind the nearest of the five pillars that circled the boss. She’d just entered its shadow when the king’s attack fired.

      Reality itself seemed to fray at the edges as the light in front of his chest exploded forward. The whine turned into a roar, which then boiled over into a mass of sound so loud, so deep, that Kaiden’s ears couldn’t process it. They felt it more than heard it. At the same time, Kaiden’s eyes struggled to comprehend what they were seeing.

      The king’s ball of light stretched and stretched until it was a burning, searing, blinding beam of blood-red light. A beam as wide as the Veritas II and three times as long. Then four, then five as it reached toward its target.

      Zelda had moved from her original spot, but the beam followed her, cutting along the ground and leaving a trail of ash in its wake.

      The edge of Zelda’s heel disappeared behind the pillar just as the light reached it. Some of her marines weren’t so lucky, however. The light swallowed two of them whole as it passed over them.

      And then it was gone. The blinding light disappeared. The roaring sound fizzled. The attack was over.

      In its wake it had left a trail of ash-covered stone. The marines it’d caught stood frozen mid-stride, eyes still locked on the safety of the pillar. As Kaiden watched, however, the marines and the pillar both crumbled, falling away in a rain of ash.

      
        
        Marine ally slain!

        Marine ally slain!

      

      

      “No!” Allista, who Kaiden had entirely forgotten, ran forward, anguish in her two sets of eyes. “The pictographs on that pillar were priceless cultural artifacts! I hadn’t scanned them yet!” She scanned the dust over and over to no avail.

      “Out of the way,” Zelda said and shoved her aside. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      With the pillar gone, she and her surviving marines were left exposed.

      It was then Kaiden noticed his visor was giving him details on the attack. He’d been so awestruck by what he’d seen he hadn’t noticed it until now.

      
        
        Lay to Waste: A reality-bending laser that kills any target, enemy or ally, in its path. 10-second charge time. Attack cannot be blocked.

      

      

      “Uh, guys,” Kaiden said, filling the silence in the wake of the attack. “I have some bad news.”
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      “That attack does what?” Titus asked, eyes even wider now.

      “That’s what my visor said,” Kaiden said, shaking his head. “It’s a one-hit kill and unblockable.”

      “There’s only five pillars in the room—”

      “Four now,” Kaiden said, nodding toward the pile of ash.

      “We can take him,” Zelda said, gritting her teeth and turning toward the king. “As long as he stays on the ground, he’s an easy target.”

      Except, as Kaiden turned to look, he realized the king wasn’t on the ground anymore.

      He was floating in the air again.

      “He’s going through phases,” Kaiden called out. “Phase one, he floats around firing stuns.” He nodded toward the floating boss. “Phase two, he charges and fires his Lay to Waste attack.”

      “If he’s going through phases, does that mean—” Titus paused, then sighed. “Yes, yes it does,” he said, looking at the freshly spawned cryo-mummies rising from the ground. “He’s going to re-summon those mobs every time he goes back to phase one.”

      He stopped floating once we’d killed all of his cryo-mummies. Does that mean he’ll enter phase two every time we do that?

      Kaiden worked through the train of thought as quickly as he could. There’re five pillars in the room, so that might make sense. Kill his mummies, then he’s exposed and we have a chance to hit him with melee. Run out of pillars and there’s no way to avoid his Lay to Waste attack.

      “We have to do this quickly,” Kaiden shouted. “Before the pillars run out.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Zelda asked, firing at the king. “Let’s ice this punk.”

      The room burst into movement all at once. The mummies charged. The marines fired. Titus settled in behind his shield and Kaiden raised his hammer.

      Round two, then.

      The mummies fought just like they had last time. Kaiden didn’t manage to dodge every attack they threw at him, but when he did, Riposte stacked twice and gave him a high-damage counterattack.

      Titus had his own share of work laid out in front of him. From the glimpses Kaiden managed between dealing with his three mummies, he saw the big man bashing his way through the opponents. Volt Field and Reflection paired well together to send the mummies’ attacks back at them. With the support of the group two marines, dealing with the mobs was a laborious but successful endeavor.

      All the while, Zelda and the group one marines chipped away at the boss. He retaliated with Imperious Gaze, yellow light flashing here and there, but it only slowed the barrage. A flurry of glowing projectiles, explosions, and other attacks Kaiden couldn’t see slammed into the king’s shield with a steady rhythm. Surely they had to be doing some damage?

      Kaiden finished off the last of his enemies with a Hammer Toss, then paused a moment to evaluate the fight.

      Zelda was virtually untouched. At ninety-three percent health, it looked like she’d only been hit by one Imperious Gaze, or a few mummies, maybe. Imperious Gaze had done five percent damage to Kaiden, but Zelda was a ranged class, and would take more damage than he would from a direct attack.

      Titus was having a much rougher go of things. At fifty-seven percent, he’d no doubt taken more than a few blows from the cryo-mummies.

      The group one marines had lost two of their number, reducing them to four surviving members. Group two was still at a full six.

      Kaiden glanced down to his own health. Forty-seven percent. The mummies he’d just finished had scored two hits on him. He hadn’t paid much attention when fighting them, but now he realized just how low his health was.

      Not that it actually matters. If that Lay to Waste attack connects, I’m dead. Any of us are. With the last of this round’s cryo-mummies slain, the king dropped out of the air with another resounding thud. Kaiden and the others were free to turn their attention to him.

      Zelda had been working on the king’s shield during the fight, so it was already down to seventy-three percent. With their combined firepower, it quickly took more damage.

      “We have ten seconds until his attack is done charging,” Kaiden said through comms. “Make the most of every one of them!”

      They went to work on his shield.

      Kaiden activated Lightspeed. Energy surged over his armor and into his body. It crackled and popped as time seemed to slow around him. Even still, there was no time to waste. He charged the king.

      Lay to Waste had already begun charging as Kaiden arrived, but he tore into the king’s shield with everything he had.

      Seventy percent… sixty-eight…

      If I can land six critical hits in a row, I can activate Onslaught, Kaiden thought. But I can't land crits through this guy's shield. We have to break through it first.

      Sixty-four… sixty-one…

      “Kai! Get out of there!”

      Kaiden had still been attacking wildly, hammering away at the king’s shield, but it was only when Titus’ shout drew him from his thoughts that he realized he was painted in red light. The king was targeting him.

      How long until he attacks? It didn’t matter. Kaiden struck another blow, lowering the shield to sixty percent, then turned and ran. With Lightspeed active, he slipped behind the pillar with a full second to spare.

      A second I could have spent attacking, he thought, cursing under his breath. And then Lay to Waste fired and reality frayed around him. At his back, the pillar shook once, then froze in place. Blinding, burning light filled the world around him. The shadow of the pillar cast him in a protective darkness as the attack burned and tore at it.

      The ability ended and Kaiden let out a sigh of relief. The shadow encompassing him crumbled away and he was left standing behind a pile of ash. Three pillars left.

      He turned to look up at the Eternal King.

      
        
        The Eternal King

        Level: 40

        Shield: 60%

        Health: 85%

      

      

      That’s not low enough, he thought. They were dealing enough damage to the shield, but not near enough to the king’s health.

      “We have to deal more damage to his health,” he said. “At this rate, we’re going to run out of pillars.” As it stood, there were only three left. “Squeeze out every ounce of damage you can,” Kaiden said, then charged the king. He hadn’t levitated back into the air yet. He was vulnerable, if only for another moment.

      Kaiden slid to a stop and started wailing on the king’s shield again. Titus arrived beside him to do the same a moment later. The king didn’t wait around, though. They scored a few quick attacks before he rose back into the air and summoned his minions once more.

      “Keep at him!” Kaiden growled, exchanging blows with the cryo-mummies as Zelda and group one attacked the king.

      A cleaver strike slipped past Kaiden’s shield and caught him in the shoulder. His health flashed, then dropped to thirty-nine percent.

      Too close for comfort, he thought, then activated his last remaining stimpack. Thankfully, the upgraded armor they’d received as a reward on Zeross allowed for an additional stimulant chamber.

      The stimpack injected its healing fluid into his arm and his health rose back to sixty-four percent. That’ll have to be enough.

      With his replenished health, Kaiden focused on the cryo-mummies. They followed the same combat patterns as always. When they were dead, Kaiden joined Titus in attacking the king. The battle fell into a rhythm.

      Kill mummies. Attack the king. Hide from Lay to Waste.

      Two pillars left.

      Kill mummies. Attack the king. Hide from Lay to Waste.

      One pillar left.

      All the while, they chipped away at the king’s shield and health. It wasn’t enough.

      “We’re not going to make it,” Titus said. “We’re not dealing enough damage.” And he was right. Kaiden focused on the king and his visor brought up the boss’ info.

      
        
        The Eternal King

        Level: 40

        Shield: 16%

        Health: 64%

      

      

      “We take his shield down to zero, attack him directly, then hide from another Lay to Waste,” Kaiden said, working through everything as quick as possible. “After that—”

      He blocked three cleaver strikes on his shield, then retaliated with a Shield Bash.

      “After that, the king will have how much health left?” How much have we been dealing on average so far?

      “I can't calculate it on the fly,” Zelda answered as she fired an Improved Burst Arrow into the king’s shield. “We don't know how hard we hit when he doesn't have his shield. But we do know we're going to be out of pillars.”

      “Okay, okay,” Kaiden said, trying to stay calm under the pressure. “Step one is to get his shield down.”

      “I don’t want to be ‘that guy,’” Titus shouted as he Shield Charged his way through the cryo-mummies around him. “But I don't think we have enough pillars left for this.”

      Kaiden gripped his hammer tighter.

      “You’re probably right. But there’s only one way to find out.” He wasn’t giving up now. Not that there was much of a choice anyway. There were no exits to the room. This was an all-or-nothing fight.

      “When his shield goes down, we have to deal everything we can to him,” Kaiden shouted, finishing off a cryo-mummy. “Whatever it takes.”

      “Understood,” Titus fired back.

      The mummies scored several hits on Kaiden this time. Several more than he should have allowed. Are they getting stronger? Or am I wearing out? Is my concentration slipping?

      As if in response, the last remaining cryo-mummy caught Kaiden dead in the chest with a cleaver strike. His health dropped to twenty-two percent – well in the red now -- and his stamina was drained slightly.

      Kaiden raised his hammer to strike back, but an explosion blasted the mummy away in a blossom of flame.

      “You looked like you needed help,” Zelda said, then turned her aim back to the king. “His shield is going down any second now. Get on him!”

      A moment later, her words were proven true. The combined firepower of her and the marines finally depleted the king’s shield. A crack formed on one side of it, then spread in quick, jerky movements. One more attack and the whole thing shattered and fell away, massive glowing shards fading out of existence as they touched the ground.

      The king hissed, then fell to the ground and immediately began charging Lay to Waste.

      Kaiden didn’t waste any time.

      He led with a Hammer Toss as he ran forward. Hard to miss on such a massive target. The attack connected and Kaiden caught his hammer as it returned to his hand, then immediately lashed out with a hammer strike.

      “Titus!” he shouted, but the big man was already there, whacking away as well.

      “Everything you’ve got!” Kaiden growled, attacking relentlessly.

      
        
        The Eternal King

        Level: 40

        Shield: 0%

        Health: 64%

      

      

      It’s not enough, Kaiden thought, watching the king’s health drop. We have to deal more.

      “Zelda! Hit him while you’re in Sniper Mode!”

      “What do you think I’ve been doing this entire time?”

      Damn.

      “Titus! Use Shield of Rage, then Hammer Smash!”

      “They’re both on cooldown, Kai. I’m giving him everything I’ve got.”

      
        
        The Eternal King

        Level: 40

        Shield:0%

        Health: 56%

      

      

      That’s progress. Not much, but some. We have to keep at it.

      Kaiden kept swinging, blow after blow, everything he had. At some point, the high-pitched whine of Lay to Waste tore into his thoughts. A red light filled the space around him, but he hardly noticed.

      He attacked with hammer strike after hammer strike.

      Fifty-four percent health.

      Come on, keep it up.

      Fifty-three percent.

      Can’t stop now!

      Fifty-one percent.

      We’re doing it!

      Forty-nine percent.

      He attacked still more, but the damage output slowed.

      Forty-nine percent.

      What’s happening?

      Kaiden looked to his side to see Titus was gone.

      “Kai! Run!” The big man was sprinting toward the last pillar. “Get out of there!”

      Kaiden looked up to find the king staring down at him. It was then he noticed the whine of Lay to Waste had already built to a climax. The ground around him was nothing but red light. He was the target.

      And he was nowhere near the shelter of the last pillar.

      “Kaiden!”

      Lay to Waste fired.

      
        
        Ability: Kickback

        The warden overcharges their hammer and slams it into the ground. Kickback deals base damage to all enemies in a 5-foot radius and launches the warden 15 feet backwards.

        Cost: 10 charge

        Cooldown: 15 seconds

      

      

      Kaiden drained his charge bar to empty in order to use the ability. His hammer slammed into the ground, then launched him backward. He rose high into the air – near as high as the king’s chest – as he flew back.

      The world burned as Lay to Waste exploded into the ground he’d just been occupying. But he was free of the attack. It’d missed! He’d dodged it!

      Kaiden cheered as he landed.

      Can’t one-hit-kill me if you can’t hit me!

      But the attack wasn’t over. The king raised his eyes to Kaiden’s new spot, and as he did, the beam of lethal, burning light followed.

      Oh, hell.

      Kaiden turned to run, but even after the first step, he knew it was futile. There was no way he could outrun the attack. It was moving far too fast. He was done for. Dead.

      “Finish this fight for me,” he shouted to the others. “You have to solve Bernstein’s—”
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      Dead.

      Kaiden expected the ‘You have been defeated’ message to fade into view any moment. But it didn’t. Because he wasn’t dead. He was being pulled through the air, a coil of energy wrapped around his torso. He landed in front of the others, tucked into the safety of the pillar. Titus had caught him with Energy Grip at the last moment.

      The beam of light from Lay to Waste hit the pillar behind them, then faded. A moment later, the pillar crumbled to ash. Kaiden half expected he would crumble with it. But he didn’t.

      “You owe me one,” Titus said, then clapped him on the shoulder. “Or you can just pay it back to me by helping us finish this big, ugly son of a turen.”

      “Considering that was our last pillar, we’re going to have to finish him right now,” Zelda said, turning and firing at the king. “Somehow.”

      “Hold up,” Kaiden said, watching the king. “Something’s...changed.”

      The king was looking around, seemingly confused. He made as if to reform his shield, but nothing happened. He tried again, and still, nothing. With an angry growl, he folded himself back into a cross-legged position, then levitated into the air, sans shield. He spread his arms wide and summoned his minions back, but this time, when they charged in, he followed them.

      “That’s new,” Titus said, raising his shield as the swarm of enemies approached.

      “You think he has a phase three?” Kaiden asked.

      “I think we’re seeing it right now. Fire!”

      Zelda and the marines opened up on the king. A circle of yellow light illuminated the area and sent them all scattering as Imperious Gaze fired.

      “We don’t have time to fight the cryo-mummies,” Kaiden shouted, just escaping the circle of yellow light. “We have to focus fire on the king.”

      “If we do that, we leave Zelda and the marines exposed.” Titus eased back into position in front of them. “I’ll keep them covered. Keep the mummies back. It’s not like I can hit the king when he’s levitating anyway. Kai, you go after the boss. Finish this punk.”

      There wasn’t anything to say. Kaiden nodded, then charged forward.

      “Blindly charging in isn’t going to get us anywhere,” Zelda said between firing laser blasts. “You can’t hit him when he’s in the air like that anyway.”

      “On the contrary,” Kaiden said. “I’ve had an idea. Get ready to hit him with everything you have.”

      “Aren’t we already doing that?”

      “Just get ready!”

      So far, they’d been fighting the king under the assumption that Kaiden couldn’t hit him with much more than the occasional Hammer Toss. But escaping Lay to Waste had given Kaiden an idea. An idea that he figured might just work.

      But first, he needed charge.

      The wave of mummies was directly in front of him. In unison, they all raised their cleavers. Kaiden pushed forward, shield raised, and plunged headlong into them.

      One, two, three, four blows slammed into his shield. It proved too much to handle and his shield overloaded and switched off. The last two attacks slashed right into him. His health bar flashed then dropped from twenty-two percent down to six percent. Another hit and he was done for. If the king so much as sneezed on him, it’d mean a week-long vacation. But Kaiden didn’t have time to worry about dying. There was more at stake. Bernstein’s riddle had led them here. That meant the third clue was somewhere nearby. They had to clear the boss to find it. Had to win this fight to get justice for Bernstein. To get justice for Zelda’s parents.

      The king growled, then aimed another Imperious Gaze, a yellow circle appearing around Kaiden. But he had charge now – a full one hundred and twenty units of charge, considering his shield had overloaded – and he was going to use it.

      He activated Lightspeed.

      The speed boost sent him far out of range of Imperious Gaze. But speed alone wasn’t going to get this done. The king was levitating; there was no way a melee attack from the ground was going to reach him. A good thing, then, that Kaiden didn’t plan to attack from the ground.

      He drew up in front of the king, then spun around, placing his back to him.

      Then Kaiden activated Kickback.

      His hammer struck the ground with explosive force and launched him backward into the air – directly toward the king.

      With Lightspeed active, the world seemed to pass in slow motion. As he flew, Kaiden spun around until he was facing the king and reared back for the finishing attack in the combo he’d slapped together in his mind. He had a new ability from his previous level up and it was about time he put it to use.

      
        
        Ability: Enfeebling Strike

        Loads charge into your hammer. On a successful hit, this charge floods into the target’s nervous system, making them more susceptible to pain. Increases damage taken by target by 50% for 10 seconds.

        Cost: 50 charge

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      The king’s eyes widened in surprise, but he was moving far too slowly in comparison to Lightspeed to attempt any sort of dodge. Kaiden’s hammer, loaded with energy, slammed into the giant’s stomach. On impact, it exploded with light. But it wasn’t an outward explosion. Instead, the light exploded inward, surging into the king’s body. It illuminated him from within for a moment, then spread out, rushing through every bit of him.

      Kaiden hit the ground as the king’s scream echoed through the room. Apparently, Enfeebling Strike didn’t exactly tickle.

      “There’s your window,” Kaiden said as he turned to face the others. “Light him up.”

      Zelda had been ready with an Improved Kinetic Grenade. She let it fly and it detonated against the king’s chest. The marines had also been ready. Ignoring the mummies, they opened fire in a coordinated volley. The mummies rushed their ranks. Titus fought back, keeping them as far back as possible, but there were too many. Some slipped through and attacked the singularly focused marines. Several fell, their health bars depleted under an uninterrupted assault, but none strayed from their target.

      “Come on, come on,” Kaiden said, watching the king’s health, then rejoining the fight himself with a Hammer Toss.

      
        
        The Eternal King

        Level: 40

        Shield: 0%

        Health: 34%

      

      

      Zelda poured everything she had into the king, leading with Improved Burst Arrow, then Scatter Shot, and even Warden’s Bolt. By the time she fired the last attack, her Improved Burst Arrow was off cooldown and she fired it again.

      “Twenty-three percent,” Kaiden said without meaning to as he watched the health drop. “Keep it up, we can do this.”

      The king wasn’t taking it lying down, however. He growled again, then crossed his arms and began to charge Lay to Waste.

      “Ten seconds to finish this,” Kaiden said. In a strange way, it was comforting. There was no more uncertainty. Just ten seconds left. Do or die.

      
        
        Marine ally slain!

      

      

      In order to sustain the damage, though, Kaiden had to keep the marines and Zelda alive. The few cryo-mummies that had slipped past Titus were thinning the number of marines considerably now.

      
        
        Marine ally slain!

      

      

      “Titus! Energy Grip!” Kaiden said, stretching out a hand.

      The big man Shield Bashed the enemy in front of him, then activated his ability and wrapped a lasso made of energy around Kaiden’s arm. A yank sent him into the air. Kaiden landed with a crash and came up swinging, pouring damage into the nearest mummy.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill - 1,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      “Protect our DPS!” he shouted to Titus, but the big man knew his role. He was already attacking the next mummy, then Shield Charging to catch up with those that had trickled further into the marines.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill - 1,000 EXP gained!

        Cryo-mummy assisted kill - 1,000 EXP gained!

        Marine ally slain!

      

      

      Thankfully, the mummies were prioritizing the marines and seemed to have forgotten Kaiden entirely. His shield was still overloaded, so blocking attacks was out of the question. Luckily, he was the one doing most of the attacking.

      While he hacked and smashed at the mummies, an all too familiar high-pitched whine filled the room, growing in volume by the moment. Red light painted them in a circle of soon-to-be death.

      Kaiden fought the urge to look back at the king, to check his health, to see the one-hit-kill attack charging. But he knew that would be senseless. All he could do to help this fight was protect the marines and Zelda for as long as possible. Either they’d finish the fight, or Lay to Waste would finish them.

      
        
        Cryo-mummy assisted kill - 1,000 EXP gained!

        Marine ally slain!

      

      

      The notifications all bled together into one continuous stream of text as the fight devolved into a mad scrum. Everywhere he looked, everyone was fighting for their lives.

      
        
        Marine ally slain!

        Cryo-mummy assisted kill – 1,000 EXP gained!

        Cryo-mummy assisted kill – 1,000 EXP gained!

        Eternal King assisted kill - 12,000 EXP gained!

        -300 prestige with the Cult of the Dark Turen.

      

      

      The last notification almost slipped past unnoticed, but there was an audible change in the room. It took Kaiden a moment to realize what it was: the high-pitched whine was gone. Lay to Waste was no longer charging, because the king was dead.

      Kaiden turned to face the towering giant, but found him anything but towering. The king was face down on the floor, limp and still.

      “Holy crap,” Kaiden said.

      It was the only thing he could say.
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      “Now this is the kind of treasure room I’d expect after beating a boss!” Titus said, spinning in a circle in the middle of the chamber with his arms spread wide.

      “The treasure of this room is not its gems or gold; it is in cultural artifacts, recorded history, and scientific discoveries. This room holds something far more important than credits. It holds knowledge. Specifically, the complete knowledge archive of the dark turen,” Allista said, holstering her scanner for the first time since they’d entered the tomb, which felt about a lifetime and a half ago. With both hands free, she made her way over to a console and began accessing its contents.

      
        
        Quest Complete: The Knowledge of the Dark Turen

        Stage 2: Lead Allista to the king’s treasure vault

        Expected difficulty: Expert

        Reward: 9,000 EXP, +125 faction prestige, 7,000 credits

      

      

      
        
        Level 27 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      Can’t say any of that feels bad, Kaiden thought. There was nothing quite like watching a ton of experience, prestige, and credits roll in. His health bar flashed, then filled all the way to full. He let out a sigh of relief at that. Somehow, it wasn’t exactly comforting to walk around below half health in the tomb of a cult of ferocious enemies who wanted nothing more than to see him dead.

      Once his health was full, he finally felt safe enough to open his character sheet and assign his stat points. All three into dexterity.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 27

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 42 (+2)	Intelligence: 36

        Endurance: 42		Perception: 36

        Dexterity: 102 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Kickback, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Lightspeed, Improved Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught, Enfeebling Strike

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      Kaiden closed his character sheet and took in the treasure vault properly for the first time.

      It was a small space, or at least it looked small in comparison to the enormous room they’d just left. It was about twice the size of their apartment at King Street Gang headquarters, though this place was considerably less moldy.

      A turen computer of some sort stood at the far end of the room. A human computer would have had circuits and wires and been powered by electricity. This thing, though, looked to be made entirely of light. Almost like a hologram, except holograms were just projections – they needed machinery to power them. Instead of any sort of visible machinery, the entirety of the computer appeared to be a hologram. Yet it still functioned. Images flashed across its screen as Allista did who knew what with it.

      The computer was hardly the most interesting thing in the room, however. That was reserved for the heaping mounds of gems, armor and weapons.

      They were everywhere, as if the original owners hadn’t even attempted to organize them. Kaiden found himself reminded of a dragon’s hoard, or, considering Nova was a sci-fi game, a futuristic version of one.

      “Since we helped you out, we can take a trinket or two for ourselves, right?” Titus asked Allista.

      “A trinket or two?” Kaiden asked, watching as Titus crammed his inventory with everything in reach. He’d already looted his way through half the man-sized pile of gems and credits next to him. Some items in the room were purely decorative, but pretty much anything that wasn’t nailed down was as good as looted. The number tracking their collected credits in the corner of Kaiden’s vision climbed rapidly.

      Admittedly, the big man had a point. If they were going to keep funding this search for Bernstein’s data, then they did need more credits. Upgrading the Veritas II to a light cruiser had been an expensive endeavor, not to mention hiring crew and purchasing weapons and ammunition.

      “Okay,” Kaiden said, smirking. “Maybe we can make room to take a few things…”

      His visor went crazy as he looked across the room. Every few feet it picked up another item to give him the details of. The first that stood out to him was some sort of laser shotgun. With a short barrel and no apparent sight or aiming mechanism, it appeared designed for very close quarters combat.

      
        
        Hitchens’s Razor

        Rarity: Rare

        Durability: 100%

        +40% chance of knockback on targets within 20 feet

        +20% damage to targets within 20 feet

        -70% damage to targets beyond 20 feet

      

        

      
        Quick facts: “What can be asserted without evidence can be dismissed without evidence.” This shotgun boasts an increased chance of knockback, increasing the odds that you’ll dismiss any enemy that gets too close.

      

      

      Well, that doesn’t sound too bad. Perfect for a support class to wield. Maybe a medic or something? The drawback of limited range wouldn’t be as much of a disadvantage to a class that fights primarily defensively.

      Even as he considered the uses of the weapon, his visor identified another and brought up more information, this time on some sort of handheld... grenade? He wasn’t sure.

      
        
        The Panic Button

        Rarity: Very Rare

        Durability: One-time use

        80% chance of teleportation to last spawn point

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Don’t panic! With this one-time use grenade in your inventory, you’ll never need to worry. Just press the big red button and you’re guaranteed to be immediately teleported to your last spawn point. Eighty percent of the time it works one hundred percent of the time! Item is consumed on use, whether teleport is successful or not.

      

      

      Why, yes. Don’t mind if I do, Kaiden thought, scooping the item up and adding it to his inventory. Where were you when we got obliterated in our first venture into the Fist Nebula?

      Countless more items appeared in Kaiden’s vision, though most of them were purely decorative. His visor highlighted the last item in the room that was lootable. It was a short dagger whose blade was no longer than the width of his palm.

      
        
        The Curve-Killer

        Rarity: Rare

        Durability: 100%

        +2 intelligence when equipped

        +X% damage where X is your intelligence stat minus that of your target

      

        

      
        Quick facts: With this easily concealed weapon, you’ll ace your finals and your enemies. No one will doubt your intelligence when you show up with this up your sleeve.

      

      

      Zelda would love this, Kaiden thought, adding it to his inventory. Intelligence and perception were the primary stats of a Blast Warden. She didn’t do much melee fighting, but if she ever needed to, this would be a nice weapon to have on hand.

      “Zelda.” He caught her attention, then smiled. “Catch!”

      He feigned making a throwing motion as he opened a trade window with her and offered the Curve-Killer.

      She read its stats for a moment, then nodded.

      “I could see a few potential uses for this.” She accepted the trade. “But we didn’t come here for the loot.”

      She said something else, but Kaiden had stopped listening. Something else had caught his eye.

      Halfway across the room, a transparent glass cylinder stretched from ceiling to floor. Kaiden recognized it instantly. It was just like the armor spawner they’d found after defeating the grachnid commander on Zeross. Instead of armor, though, this one was flicking between displaying different types of weapons.

      Do they have one of these after every boss fight?

      As he approached, a hologram of a three-barreled gun materialized inside. A moment later, it changed to a sort of spear with what appeared to be an explosive-rigged tip on one end. Text, flashing across the glass of the cylinder, became apparent as he drew near.

      
        
        Scan hand to spawn class-specific item

      

      

      “Guys,” he called over his shoulder. “You’re going to want to see this.”

      Across the room, Titus’ head emerged from a pile of gems. When he caught sight of the spawner, he burst out from the pile – causing a small, sparking avalanche in the process – and rushed over.

      “As much as I like you, old friend, it’s time for an upgrade,” he said, patting his hammer.

      Zelda joined them, looking thoroughly unamused.

      “We’re not here for loot,” she said. “We’re here for the geocache. For Bernstein’s final clue.”

      She’s right, Kaiden realized. In the rush of victory and seeing all of their spoils, he’d almost forgotten.

      Titus frowned.

      “But loot’s the best part of winning.”

      Zelda gave him a withering stare, then blinked once. She frowned.

      “I don’t want to waste time, but… if the first two missions have set any sort of precedent, we’re going to need more firepower for whatever comes next. I suppose it’s not wasted time if we spend it preparing. If we die on the next riddle, we’ll lose even more time.” She took a deep breath, then nodded.

      “That’s the spirit!” Titus shouted, then slapped his hand onto the spawner’s scanner.

      It flared to life and a thin green laser scanned his hand. A moment later, the cylinder began to glow. A shield materialized inside. Instead of just a large, flat kite shield like the one Titus currently used, this shield was shaped like a V. Its two sides met in a point at the front and center, allowing the wielder some protection on either side.

      
        
        Warden Shield Beachhead Mk. 1

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Durability: 100%

        -30% damage received from attacks that would strike the wielder’s sides

        +10% damage dealt from Shield Bash abilities

        +20% overload cooldown time

      

        

      
        Quick facts: Designed to protect the front and sides of its wielder, the Beachhead Mk. 1’s pointed front can be used offensively as needed. But wielder beware: when overloaded, this shield takes longer than usual to cool down.

      

      

      “Well, looks like you’ll stick around to fight another day,” Titus said to his hammer. He raised his shield. “You, on the other hand…”

      He smirked as he opened the door to the cylinder and equipped his new shield. It flashed to life, projecting a V-shaped energy field from his bracer.

      Titus nodded.

      “I’m going to make good use of this bad boy.” He switched off the shield as Kaiden looked to Zelda.

      “Ladies, uh, second, I guess.”

      She scanned her hand, and a moment later, another weapon appeared. It looked just like her current hammer-gun, except there was a three-tubed scope mounted along its length.

      
        
        Warden Hammer-Rifle, Triple Threat Edition

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Durability: 100%

        +5% damage to ranged targets

        -2% firing speed

      

        

      
        *Special ability: Once per day, you may lock on to three targets at once. Your next attack will cost double charge, but fire at all three targets.

      

        

      
        Quick facts: The Warden Hammer-Rifle, Triple Threat Edition is the weapon of choice for Blast Wardens on the front line. Whether taking down fugitives or breaking up riots, the ability to target three enemies at once is invaluable.

      

      

      “Yeah,” Zelda said, the faintest hint of a smile creeping onto her face as she equipped the new weapon. “Maybe stopping for loot was a good idea.”

      “Okay, last one,” Kaiden said, placing his hand on the scanner. “Give me something good, eh?”

      The scanner came to life as it read his hand. The cylinder flashed and something materialized inside it. He’d expected a hammer, maybe an improvement to his, which already specialized in critical hits. But this... this wasn’t a hammer. It was something else.

      
        
        Warden Matter Insubstantiator

        Rarity: Rare

        Durability: 100%

        +2% movement speed

        +2% dodge chance

      

        

      
        *Special ability: Once per day, you may activate this item to become insubstantial for 2 seconds. During this time, no attack can hit you and damage cannot be dealt.

      

        

      
        Quick facts: An invaluable tool, the Matter Insubstantiator has saved the life of many an enhanced warden by blanking pivotal attacks and would-be lethal blows. Sometimes in a fight, becoming insubstantial is the most substantial thing you can do.

      

      

      “That’s... that’s awesome!” Titus clapped Kaiden on the back. “Dude, I’m jealous. Where can I get one of those?” He placed his hand on the scanner. It flashed red and flashed an error message.

      “I think these spawners are only good for one reward per boss defeated,” Kaiden said.

      Titus crossed his arms and stuck out his bottom lip.

      “Fine. I guess I’ll just settle for this totally awesome shield. Whatever.”

      “Yeah, what a terrible reward,” Kaiden said, playing along.

      “All right, enough messing around.” Zelda’s faint hint of a smile was gone now. Back to business, then.

      “We came here for the password to open the last clue. It’s past time we found it,” she said.

      “Right. Here goes nothing.” Kaiden toggled on the geocache option in his social settings menu. Sure enough, there was one and only one geocache in the treasure vault. It contained only one word.

      
        
        Nothing

      

      

      “It just says ‘nothing,’” Kaiden said, feeling his face scrunch into a frown. “Is that supposed to be the password to the third clue?”

      “It’s worth a try,” Titus said with a shrug.

      Kaiden retrieved Bernstein’s file from his inventory. It materialized in his hand in the form of a small brass padlock. The three lights on the outside were illuminated, representing how close they were to unlocking the database stored within. The topmost was green and had been ever since they’d completed the quest on Zeross. The second one was now also green, since they’d completed their quest on the ring and received the final clue. The third and final clue was still a solid red.

      Kaiden tapped the padlock once with his finger. As he did, its menu opened to reveal the three text files that served as clues to opening the padlock once and for all.

      The first and second text files were already solved. The third, however, still needed a password.

      Kaiden tried the word they’d found here in the geocache: nothing. Sure enough, the third text document opened.

      “It worked!” he said as the third light on the padlock flashed to orange. He quickly opened the text document.

      He’d been expecting a riddle like the last two clues. This time, however, there was only a string of characters.

      
        
        22h 17m 38.0904n, −39° 01′ 48.117″

      

      

      “I guess this counts as a riddle?” Kaiden asked as he shared a screenshot of it with the others.

      “How are we supposed to solve this?” Titus asked, a frown overtaking his features. “Is it a math problem or something?”

      “No,” Zelda said, eyes lighting up. “It’s not a math problem. It’s not even a riddle. It’s just an answer. Or, more specifically, a destination.”

      “Oh, right, of course. That makes so much sense,” Kaiden said. “Which is to say: what are you talking about?”

      “The characters are coordinates,” she said as if that were common knowledge. “Galactic coordinates, to be exact. No guesswork this time. Bernstein’s pointing us to a specific destination.”

      “Yay, I guess? We don’t have to mess around solving any riddles,” Kaiden said with a shrug.

      “This is a—”

      “Captains! Captains, come in. We have something of a situation developing up here.” Acton’s voice cut Zelda off as it came through comms. As if on cue, a deep rumbling shook through the walls around them. A light rain of dust fell from the ceiling.

      “What sort of situation?” Kaiden asked, backing toward the exit.

      “The kind you have to see to believe. Just... just get back here. We need to leave. Now.”

      Getting into the tomb had taken hours. Getting out took minutes – after they ordered the surviving marines to grab every piece of loot they could carry, of course

      The last door teleported them out of the darkness and then they were back on the Crown, ankle-deep in snow. Acton’s ‘situation’ quickly became apparent.

      “My god,” Kaiden said, mouth falling open at the scene before him.

      All around, the ring was coming apart. Except, not quite. Pieces were breaking off of it, or so Kaiden had first thought. Upon closer inspection, though, they weren’t pieces of the ring. They were ships; dark turen ships. And of every size and class.

      Hundreds of them were rising from the ground of the planet, soil and other debris sliding away as their engines flared to life.

      “Killing the king and looting everything we could from his sacred tomb might have pissed off the entire planet,” Titus said. “It’s, uh, probably time we left.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Kaiden said, sprinting toward the Veritas II just as the closest of the turen ships opened fire.
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      For the last thirty minutes, the Fist Nebula had been a steadily growing pinpoint of fiery light in the vast void of space. Now, it was right in front of her. Swirling, angry, churning with clouds of gas and debris. And somewhere inside: the three fugitives she’d spent so much time looking for.

      “They haven’t left, ma’am,” the lead scanner ship reported in.

      “Good. What’s the status of our backup?” Thorne asked.

      “En route, ma’am. Ten-minute ETA on the closest heavy cruiser.”

      “All right, so we need to make sure they stay in that Nebula for another ten minutes. Hold your positions and stay alert. The last thing we want now is a surprise.” She’d positioned the ships around the perimeter of the nebula. It was a sorry excuse for a blockade, but for the moment, she had to make do.

      Technically skirmisher class, the scanner vessels served as forward scouts for the Warden Corps. They didn’t have the most impressive firepower, but that was why backup was en route. Until then, they just had to make sure the Veritas II didn’t leave the sector.

      Thorne checked the readout from her long-range scanner. There were no ships on it aside from the three she had under her command.

      Good. If those three stay in the nebula, we’ll have them trapped.

      “Remember,” she said, speaking through the localized warden comm channel. “If we engage their ship, we’re shooting to cripple, not to kill. If we don’t Shackle the fugitives, when they die in-game, they’ll get away. We’ll have delayed them, sure, but we won’t be any closer to capturing them.” She let her words settle in for a moment. “Shoot to cripple. Do not kill the fugitives.”

      Ping!

      An alert popped up on her scanner. There was a ship nearby. The scanner had picked up a loose signature approaching from inside the nebula.

      Thorne withheld a gasp, then took a deep breath, trying to control the rush of adrenaline that shot through her.

      Finally. After all this time, a chance to end this whole ordeal.

      “Guns at the ready! They’re coming!” she shouted through comms. “Aim for their engines first.”

      Ping!

      “I’m seeing two ships, ma’am. Did they bring friends?”

      “Whatever they’re bringing, we need to be ready for it.”

      Ping!

      “Another ship?”

      Ping! Ping!

      “What in the world?” Thorne looked down to her scanner. It’d picked up five ships now, all approaching from inside the nebula.

      Ping! Ping!

      Two more. No, three more. Four. Six. Ten.

      “Ma’am? What’s going on?”

      Before she could answer, the Veritas II burst through the outer edge of the nebula. Based on the burning light from its engines, it was at full thrust.

      “They’re trying to break our blockade!” Thorne shouted. “Fire!” But even as she turned her crosshair toward the approaching light cruiser, she realized it wasn’t the Warden Corps the fugitives were running from.

      A hail of laser fire tore through the outer edge of the nebula, several shots finding their mark on the hull of the Veritas II. Not a moment later, a dozen ships emerged. Skirmishers, corvettes, and even a light cruiser or two. Every available turret on each of them was blasting away at the fleeing fugitives. The Veritas II was just out of their range, but nonetheless, a stream of lasers so thick it almost appeared solid flashed after them.

      The fleet wasn’t done yet, though.

      Next, heavy cruisers appeared, then two star cruisers and even a dreadnought.

      “It’s an entire armada,” Thorne said, going slack as she watched the chaos unfold. The moment passed quickly, though, and she fell back on her instincts. They guided her into action.

      “Stay on the fugitives! We can’t let them slip off our scanners!”

      There was no response. It was then she noticed the debris flying past her cockpit. The other scanner ships were torn to pieces, blown away by the fleet. As she watched, a volley of torpedoes whipped past, hurtling toward the Veritas II.

      “No!” she shouted, then was thrown to the side as something exploded against her hull. Her ship spun out of control, forcing her back into her seat as the view outside became a vomit-inducing whirlwind.
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      “Torpedoes incoming!” Acton shouted over comms. “Take them out!”

      Kaiden swung around in his turret just in time to see ten small dots appear in the distance, a plume of fire on the end of each. Just as they drew into view, the computer marked them as targets. Little red circles lit up around them, tracking their movement and predicting their trajectory.

      “Fire!” Kaiden gave the command, then opened up with his turret. Its barrels rang to life as he poured round after round at the incoming torpedoes.

      “Hit!” Titus cheered over comms as one of the red circles disappeared in a shockwave followed by a blooming explosion. Two other torpedoes were caught in the explosion and detonated as well.

      Three down.

      Kaiden laid down a volley of fire at the closest of the torpedoes, lacing the predicted trajectory with rounds.

      Hit!

      Another explosion. Another torpedo down.

      “Don’t aim for where they are, aim for where they’re going,” he said through comms. “Lead your shots.”

      Their shields flared to life as a laser found its mark against them.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 80%

      

      

      “Our shields are holding steady, but they won’t do much against those torpedoes.”

      “Hit and hit,” Zelda reported over comms. “And another.” As she did, three explosions erupted amid the swarm of torpedoes. A fourth followed, struck by debris, perhaps.

      Eight down. Two left. But they’re closing fast.

      Kaiden turned his turret toward the two remaining red circles. His view of the torpedoes themselves was becoming all too clear. They’d almost arrived. His view became obscured as he fired directly at the circles, burying them in a flurry of rounds.

      “Target destroyed,” one of their surviving marines reported as another torpedo exploded.

      That just leaves one—

      Another explosion filled Kaiden’s view.

      “That’s it,” he said, sighing with relief. “We got them all.”

      “Anyone else think they’re overreacting about this whole thing?” Titus asked. “I mean, they sent an entire planet after us.”

      “They’re not overreacting,” Zelda said. “Check your prestige. This mission absolutely tanked our status with the dark turen.”

      Kaiden pulled up his prestige status chart.

      
        
        Warden Corps.: -151 (Hostile on sight)

        Nassau Criminal Underground: 5 (Favored)

        Grachnid Swarm: -12 (Unfavored)

        Zeross Militia: 12 (Favored)

        Shipbuilder Alliance: 0

        Turen Geniocracy:  +215 (Honored friend)

        Cult of the Dark Turen: -350 (Mortal enemy)

        Fair Trade Alliance: 2

      

      

      “Negative three hundred and fifty prestige? ‘Mortal enemy?’ That doesn’t sound good.”

      “Mortal enemy status?” Acton cut in. “How in the stars above did you manage to achieve that? What did you three do in that crypt?”

      “We, uh, may have killed the king of the dark turen,” Kaiden said, wincing as he spoke. Even from his turret, he could imagine Acton’s expression. Astonishment with a tinge of disbelief, and surely a whole helping of disappointment.

      “Hey, in our defense, Bernstein’s the one who sent us there,” Kaiden said. “Besides, look at our status with the normal turen. ‘Honored friend.’ That’s gotta count for something, right?”

      The ship shook as another attack struck its shields.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 74%

      

      

      “It had better count for enough to assemble a war fleet, because that’s what it’s going to take to get us out of this mess,” Acton said. “We can outrun their bigger ships, but their skirmishers and corvettes are going to catch up to us.”

      Even as he spoke, Kaiden saw the truth in Acton’s words. The torpedoes were gone now, but in their stead, a dozen or so attack ships were approaching. They were closing the gap quickly.

      “How—” A voice Kaiden didn’t recognize came over the comms. “How does this thing work? Ah. Yes. That is it.”

      Allista?

      “Humans? Can you hear me?”

      “The turen just stole my mic!” Acton complained, his voice distant as if shouting from far away.

      “Allista, what’s up?” Kaiden asked, taking aim at the approaching ships.

      “Someone mentioned a war fleet? I believe I can be of assistance.”

      “Talk to me,” Kaiden said.

      “I am talking to you, human.”

      “No, it’s a figure of speech.” Kaiden sighed. “Never mind. How can you help us?”

      “My crew and I are grateful you rescued us. If we are to die here, though, the data we gathered will be lost. That is unacceptable. There is a turen space station in the next sector. I will message them and explain our situation. The data we carry is invaluable. They will send their fleet to protect us.” As she spoke, text appeared in the corner of Kaiden’s vision.

      
        
        Quest: Escape the dark turen fleet

        Expected difficulty: Veteran

        Reward: 4,000 EXP, 1,000 credits

      

      

      “You’ll return—”

      “I was not done—”

      The sounds of struggle came through the comm channel for several seconds.

      “...that’s mine!”

      Acton reemerged on the mic.

      “Ahem. Sorry for the interruption, Captains. What’s the plan?”

      “Help Allista send that message,” Kaiden said. The Veritas II shook from another attack and Kaiden turned his attention back to the dark turen fleet, then opened up with his turret again. “Help her send it immediately.”
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      “Now that’s a fleet,” Titus said through comms.

      Kaiden couldn’t help but agree. Allista had promised a fleet, and he’d been expecting one, but he hadn’t comprehended exactly the amount of firepower the turen would bring. Turen ship design was unusual: sleeker and undeniably alien compared to human vessels, which made it difficult to identify the exact class of the ships they passed. Nonetheless, Kaiden lost count at somewhere around twenty corvettes, as many light cruisers, who knew how many skirmishers, and three capital ships that had to be star cruisers or maybe carriers.

      “Honored friends aboard the SS Veritas II, you are cleared to proceed to Outpost Station-1336. We will ensure your safe passage.” The message came across the comms, and as it did, an escort of what appeared to be five skirmisher-class ships swung into formation beside them.

      “Many thanks for the help,” Kaiden said, waving to the ships through the glass of his turret.

      “Gratitude is not required. We are following orders.”

      The faster elements of the dark turen armada peeled off in the face of the turen fleet and circled back to their own ranks.

      “Captains,” Acton said through comms. “The flagship of the dark turen fleet is hailing us. Should we accept?”

      “Uh, I’m gonna go with no on that one,” Kaiden said.

      “Yeah, send that one to voicemail,” Titus said.

      “Connection denied,” Acton reported.

      For a minute, nothing happened. Then, as the two fleets dwindled in the distance, Kaiden saw someone shoot. In the blink of an eye, both fleets unleashed their full firepower.

      “It looks like they weren’t too happy about being ignored,” Titus remarked.

      With the Veritas II under full thrust, there wasn’t much of a show to watch for long. The fleets quickly faded as Outpost Station-1336 drew into view.

      A minute later, the pilot had eased their bruised and battered ship down into the hangar of the turen space station. The fighting was still raging, but from the safety of the station, it appeared no more than distant streaks and flashes of light.

      Kaiden exited his turret, then paused for a moment in front of a viewport, transfixed by the sight. Zelda exited her own turret and made to pass him on the narrow walkway.

      “I’ve never seen an NPC versus NPC fight like that,” he said, still amazed at the distant carnage.

      She paused a moment.

      “I think we set off a game-wide event. Sort of like the world raid against the voidspawn. News will travel soon. I’m sure players who have completed quests for either faction will show up to join in. We need to be gone long before that happens.” Zelda shot another glance at the battle, then turned to head toward the ship’s main compartment. “We need to finish Bernstein’s quest. Find out what’s at these coordinates he’s left for us.”

      “Zelda,” Kaiden said, reaching out to grab her arm.

      She stopped, then frowned as her eyes met his.

      “We should talk.” He hesitated. “About your parents.”

      She pulled her arm away.

      “No. We should focus on the task at hand.”

      “You’re hurting, I can tell. I lost my parents, too. It was a long time ago, but I know how it feels.”

      “No, Kaiden. You don’t. Not like this.”

      “I think it’ll help if you talk about it. You don’t have to suffer alone.”

      “My mourning is my own. I have it under control. I’ll still be an effective member of the team. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      Kaiden sighed.

      “I’m not worried about that.”

      “I’m fine.” She grimaced. “Well, I’m not fine, but I will be. Right now, though, we don’t have time to feel sorry for ourselves. Every moment we waste is a moment the Party uses to track us down. Who knows how long we’ll be safe with the King Street boys? The Party could be busting down our door right now in the real world and we wouldn’t know it until we’re yanked out of our pods.”

      She shook her head.

      “I appreciate your concern, Kai. I do. It’s... kind of you. But we have a job to do. Too many people have died for us to fail now. We have to do what we’ve set out to.” With that, she walked past him.

      Kaiden opened his mouth to respond but stopped.

      Shit. What do I say to that?

      “I’m... I’m here if you need to talk. Just know that,” he said to her back.

      She stopped, then glanced back over her shoulder.

      “I understand. Thank you.”

      She started walking again and Kaiden turned away with a groan.

      I’m terrible at these touchy-feely conversations. He’d just wanted to help, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure Zelda out. But maybe he didn’t have to. He’d put himself out there, let her know he was here if she needed him. The rest was for her to decide. Maybe she’d talk about her parents when she was ready. Maybe she wouldn’t. Whatever she decided, he needed to be okay with it. He was here to support her.

      Kaiden made to follow her and join the others, then paused as a flash of light caught his attention. In the distance, the battle was raging more furiously than ever.

      He shook his head as the memories of everything they’d been through to get this far flicked through his thoughts.

      “It’s time we finished this,” he said, then turned away from the viewport.
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        * * *

      

      Returning Allista and her crew safely to the turen improved their already high prestige with the faction. Moreover, it completed another mission, dumping experience and credits on them. A good thing, too. They were going to need plenty of both, Kaiden knew. Especially with what Acton had just told him.

      “The coordinates point where?” Kaiden asked, not believing what he’d heard.

      “I’ve run them through the ship’s computer three times,” Acton said, shaking his head.

      They were sitting in the so-called command center of the Veritas II, Acton, Titus, Zelda, and Kaiden spread out around a table. Blue lights waved and flashed over the exterior of the ship as turen drones used their advanced technology to repair any damage they found. As an additional thanks for bringing Allista and her crew back in one piece, the station commander had offered them free repairs. The dark turen hadn’t done too much damage to the Veritas II, but they’d landed a solid few hits.

      “It’s not a mistake. Bernstein actually wants us to... go there.” Acton said, pulling up a destination on their star map. The hologram filled the center of the room with a glowing blue light that marked various planets, asteroids, and other points of interest. Far removed from any points of interest, however, was the void. Well, the entrance to it. A great tear in reality, the hologram represented it as a wavering, flickering hole in the map. Inside, nothing was visible.

      “You’re telling me we’re going to fly to the voidspawn home world?”

      “It’s not a home world so much as a home dimension,” Acton said.

      “Oh, great. Thanks for the clarification. That’s much better.” Titus leaned back in his chair and let out a long sigh. “We’re not ready for something like that.”

      Zelda had been silent so far, but now she spoke, straight to the point as usual. If Kaiden wasn’t fooling himself, she almost sounded like her old self.

      “The coordinates lead to a tear in reality, a gate to voidspace, which is where the voidspawn originate from. I admit, that doesn’t sound good on the surface. But we’re ready for this. If I know Bernstein, this whole ordeal with the cipher, with all of these clues, is a test. So far, we’ve succeeded. Cut it a bit close a few times, maybe, but here we are. If Bernstein wants us to go into the void, I think we’re ready.”

      Titus shook his head.

      “We’re going to need to grind the whole way there. I mean, what’s the recommended level in that area? The boss we just beat – barely, I might add – was level forty. We’re only twenty-seven. Take it from a former boxer, we can’t keep punching above our weight forever.”

      Zelda nodded as if he had a point, then shrugged.

      “We get creative, then. We did it with the freighter, we can do it again.”

      “I’m all for creativity,” Kaiden said, cutting in between the two. “But we don’t even know what we’re flying into. And besides, creativity will only get us so far. If we’re going to do this, we need to stack the deck in our favor. We need to have every advantage we can get.”

      Bernstein sure seemed to have a taste for suicide missions. How many in a row could he expect them to survive? At some point, the whole ordeal passed beyond being a test and into the realm of impossibility. It almost felt like one of those old zombie first-person shooter games where the players faced wave after wave of flesh-hungry undead. There was no winning, only battling ever increasingly bad odds until you were eventually overwhelmed.

      “I agree with Kai,” Zelda said. “We have to do this, but that doesn’t mean we have to go in unprepared.” She gestured to the three of them, then the ship around them. “What’re our total credits? The first thing we should do is replenish our stimpacks, repair our armor, and, if possible, upgrade the Veritas II again. Give it the biggest, baddest guns we can. The thickest armor. The fastest engines. As much as we can afford, at least.”

      “We… might be able to afford that,” Kaiden said, checking their credit balance. They had around six hundred thousand credits between the three of them. An impressive sum from the few quests they’d completed since Boyd City.

      Nonetheless, upgrading the Veritas II from corvette to light cruiser had cost nearly six hundred thousand credits, plus another one hundred and fifty thousand for crew, weapons, and ammunition. They were far from affording the upgrade to heavy cruiser, and as Zelda kept saying, time wasn’t on their side. They couldn’t afford to hang around, grinding for credits and experience until the ship was ready for the next upgrade.

      “I’m merely the first officer aboard this vessel, but if you’ll take my advice, your first purchase should be more crew. You’re diving into a battle – which seems to be all we do these days – so you’re going to need good men and women at your side,” Acton said. “The marines who went into the crypt with you came back... fewer in number. I’d recommend replacing them and hiring still more.”

      “How many crewmen can we have aboard the ship?” Kaiden opened their ship information window as he asked the question. A moment later, he had the answer.

      “With our current barracks level, we can hire up to thirty-two crew in the boarding party category.”

      “Boarding crew won’t help us when some voidspawn leviathan slaps us out of space and destroys the entire ship,” Titus said.

      “A thicker hull, then? And better shields?” Kaiden looked to Acton. “I’m no ship expert. How much can we upgrade the systems on this thing?”

      “How many credits do you have?”

      “Around six hundred thousand.”

      Acton leaned back in his chair.

      “That’d get us extra hull armor, which would increase the durability of the hull by thirty-five percent. We could also purchase upgraded engines for a fifteen percent gain in maneuverability and a five percent boost in speed. Then the boarding crew, of course.” He nodded, visibly excited at the prospect. “That’d leave us penniless, I suspect. Though if we’re going to keep plunging headlong into dangerous situations, I would much prefer to invest in adding long-range scanners to the ship. They’d triple our current scanner range, letting us see enemies far ahead of time. We’d even be able to get the drop on anyone not using long-range scanners.”

      The excitement in his eyes dimmed.

      “But, like I said, we can’t afford all of that.”

      “Actually…” Zelda had her thumb and index finger to her chin and looked to be thinking. “We might just be able to afford all of that.”

      “What? How?” Kaiden frowned.

      Zelda smiled.

      “We’re ‘honored friends’ of the turen now. That grants us a plethora of bonuses. Among them—”

      “Reduced crew recruiting costs for any turen crew!” Kaiden said, remembering their discussion back at the shipbuilder station.

      “Yes, that. Also, reduced cost of repairs at faction-allied stations and a reduced cost of goods.” Zelda turned to Acton. “How much would it cost to order everything we’ve discussed, plus replenish our stimpacks at this station?”

      The NPC stared blankly for a moment, then snapped back to life.

      “Six hundred and seventy-seven thousand credits.”

      “Too expensive,” Kaiden said, shaking his head. “By about forty thousand credits.”

      “Six hundred and seventy-seven thousand credits at a normal station,” Acton said with a smile. “But this is an allied station. When you calculate for our ‘honored friends’ discount, the total rings in at five hundred and ninety-eight thousand credits.”

      “Well, then.” Titus slapped a hand down on the table. “What are we waiting for? Let’s pimp our ride.”

      “As soon as that’s done, we’ll set course for the void,” Zelda added. “It’s a long flight.”

      “And we’re going to have to grind the whole way there. We need to be as strong as possible for the void.”

      Titus smiled.

      “Sure, sure. But first we make the Veritas II the smoothest ship this side of the galaxy.”
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      Escape. Survival. But only just. And in the end, it didn’t even matter. She’d lost the fugitives. Not that anyone could blame her. There was no way four skirmisher-class ships could have stood up to an entire dark turen fleet. All the same, Thorne blamed herself. She could have done more to stay on the trail of the fugitives. Instead, she’d lost them.

      Back to square one.

      “...tired of these lackluster results, agent.” Commander Moran’s words bled through her thoughts, dragging her back to reality. Back to the real world, where she was being berated by a hologram message he’d left her.

      “I hope you’re not losing your edge,” he continued. “Now more than ever, we need talented, loyal individuals on our side.”

      With every word he spoke, Thorne couldn’t help but look for a double meaning. Was he implying more than he was saying? Or was that just her concern over Werner getting to her? Thorne cursed under her breath. She didn’t know who to trust anymore.

      At least the commander seemed to be helping her. He’d ordered a new All-Frequencies Broadcast sent out. It raised the bounty on the trio, and this time included the name of their ship. They hadn’t had that information last time. With any luck, that’d make tracking their movements considerably easier. Not that tracking them would have even been necessary had she not lost them in the first place.

      “Every day these fugitives elude us is another day I find myself questioning your reliability, agent.” The hologram of Moran stared right at her, or at his best guess of where she would be. Had she been wearing her badge, as was normal, he’d have been spot on.

      Instead, she’d tossed it on the counter as soon as she’d come home. It ruined the effect of his attempted intimidating stare. Looked more like he was scrutinizing the dirty dishes left in her sink. His words were anything but humorous, though.

      “Your continued failure has led me to invoke more drastic measures. Drastic measures that…” He paused. “Well, that’s my concern.” He looked back to where she would have been were she wearing the badge. “I’m doing my job, agent. It’s time you did yours.”

      With that, the message ended. The hologram fell away, breaking into millions of pixels that were sucked back into her badge.

      Drastic measures? She didn’t like the sound of that. She’d still no evidence that he was abusing his position like Werner, but ambiguous threats certainly weren’t helping his case in her mind. Then again, there was always the chance she was reading too much into things. Werner had her on edge and it was affecting her ability to think clearly, to do her job. She had to move past it.

      She’d deal with him soon, but first, there was a trio on the loose, along with a database of who knew what sort of propaganda. After the battles with the terrorists, first at the senate house, then at their underground base, the last thing the nation needed was more chaos. No, it needed stability. Peace. And for those things to exist, Thorne needed to first do her job.

      If only Werner wasn’t dogging her every step. Ever since their little talk he’d had her under surveillance. Surely he wasn’t dim enough to think she wouldn’t notice. That meant he wanted her to know. Wanted to ensure she’d play along. That was why she’d been spending so much time in Nova. It was harder to track her movements there and easier for her to do her job.

      She’d cast her net in the real world, had a dozen or more connections on the lookout for the slightest sign of the fugitives. There wasn’t much more she could do on that front. If only there was more she could do in-game.

      She sighed as she slid another rehydrated meal into the oven.

      She could send out as many scanner ships as she wanted in Nova, but that was like trying to find a needle in a haystack. She’d already gotten lucky on that front. To do so twice would be asking for far too much. But what other course was open to her?

      As much as it bothered her, she knew the only thing she could do now was keep scanning and keep waiting for reports from players. With any luck, the newest All-Frequencies Broadcast would bring in some reports.
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        * * *

      

      It was several days later before any meaningful reports came in. Thorne spent her every waking hour in Nova, checking on her legion of scanner ships and reading each player report as it came in. Most were bogus, but some came with screenshots attached, proving their claims of having spotted the trio or their ship.

      All in all, maybe five or six of the reports were worth following up on. She’d dispatched scanner ships to scour the areas each report had come in from, but that was only step one. There was more to be done than nip at the trio’s heels. No, the real victory would be won if she could get a step ahead of them.

      All she had to do was figure out where they were headed. Not exactly an easy task when they had an entire universe to travel through.

      The current reports placed them on a rough trajectory. Apparently, they’d survived the dark turen armada chasing them. The turen fleet who’d decided to engage their dark brethren in all-out war probably had something to do with that. The first report placed the fugitives in an asteroid belt at the edge of the Greater Spiral Arm. The player who’d seen them had attempted to follow, but warning shots from the Veritas II had forced him to abandon pursuit.

      The second report picked them up a few days later and a considerable distance away. They’d been spotted at a shipyard, turning in quests. Scrolling through the list of quests they completed told her the fugitives had picked them up from another station closer to the Greater Spiral Arm sector. So, that meant they’d picked up the quests, completed them on their way, then turned them in at the next station they’d come across. She couldn’t be sure, but that didn’t sound like casual grinding to her. That sounded like the trio was in a hurry.

      Their location in the next two reports confirmed her suspicion. In what was almost record time, they’d reached the next sector and pushed right through, stopping only for some quick repairs. Two separate players had spotted them during this time. One had even tried to engage them. That hadn’t gone well for the player.

      After that, there was just one more report. From the next sector over, a brief sighting of their ship at full thrust toward empty space. All in all, it was maddening. There was enough information to piece together some sort of trajectory, but not enough to get an exact destination. Scanner ships could only do so much, after all. Based on their current trajectory, and assuming they didn’t change course, there were three possible sectors they could be heading toward. The only problem was, getting ahead of them was near impossible when all she had to go off was reports that came in minutes to hours after an actual sighting. And there were far too few wardens to simply blockade the three possible sectors. No, she needed to narrow it down to one. And preferably, a destination inside that sector.

      But how could she? She had nothing to go off. Nothing but a loose trajectory and the knowledge that they were likely being guided by the Bernstein cipher. The dead man was guiding them, but not her. But... wait.

      A thought hit Thorne like a sledgehammer. Why hadn’t she thought of this before? There was no way it would work, was there?

      Only one way to find out.

      Pulling up Novapedia on her computer, she navigated to the database for the first potential sector: Coreallis. Then she ran a custom search, asking the computer to highlight any sections that contained Bernstein’s in-game name.

      No results.

      Okay. No worries. On to the next.

      She pulled up the full database on the next sector, Xathda, and ran the search again.

      Hit!

      There was a result this time. But no. Scrolling to the highlighted section, she realized it was a false positive. The section that’d come up in the search was a piece of lore added to the article by a player based on another article written by Bernstein.

      One more, then.

      She opened the database for the last sector: Taalor. She ran the search.

      Her breath caught in her throat. Multiple hits! Okay, okay. Stay calm. They might still be false positives.

      The first result was another footnote referencing an article by Bernstein. Apparently, he’d been a prolific man, though it was to be expected one of the game’s first players might have a thing or two to add to the common knowledge pool.

      The second result was... promising. More than promising, in fact. Thorne forced her adrenaline down so she could concentrate. She read the highlighted section of text again. It was a record of the first players to complete relevant or sector-specific achievements.

      
        
        Achievement Leaderboard, Sector: Taalor

      

        

      
        First in sector: Marlony_u64

        First PVP victor in sector: xXOrbiterObliteratorXx

        First to reach all planets in sector: ghlf-bldhf

        First to explore quasar superprojector: Harris

        First to explore void tear: Bernstein_014

        First to complete all achievements: ghlf-bldhf

      

      

      First to explore the void tear? That was him? She hadn’t known that. The void tear in Taalor had been the first to open when the voidspawn had been added to the game. In a way, it was the origin point of the tentacled monstrosities.

      If Bernstein was the first to explore the void tear, could that be where the fugitives are headed? Maybe it held some special significance to the man. Or maybe there was something there that would unlock the cipher.

      Thorne wasn’t sure. But what she was sure of was that it was the best lead she had. And this time, she wasn’t going to let anything get between her and the fugitives.
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      It was a long flight to the coordinates of the void tear. Six sectors, to be precise. That meant a fair bit of empty space and plenty of time for grinding. The final quest Bernstein was sending them on was certain to be a challenge, and Kaiden wanted to be as prepared as possible.

      There were plenty of quick quests to pick up, pirates to fight, and merchants to escort. They reached level twenty-eight after dispatching a particularly fierce group of raged pirates, but no new abilities were awarded. They hit twenty-nine after handing in a quest for a shipbuilder noble, which had been a real pain as her luxury cruiser hadn’t exactly been built for speed. Still no new skills. It was something of a drought. Finally, they reached level thirty -- after fighting off players trying to claim the Warden Corps’ bounty on them – and then the new abilities came.

      “Here we go,” Kaiden said, smiling at the notification. Outside the viewport, the station was dwindling in the distance. In front of them was dark, open space. But Kaiden was more interested in what new ability he’d unlocked.

      
        
        Ability Unlocked!

        Improved Riposte (replaces Riposte): Riposte can stack up to three times instead of two. Dodging three times stacks Riposte bonus to 75%. All other effects remain unchanged.

      

      

      Where were you when I was fighting packs of three cryo-mummies at once? Kaiden shook his head. Sometimes it truly felt like there was some divine force out to make things more difficult for him. Some omniscient being that enjoyed watching him struggle. Or maybe that was just Nova’s AI having fun with him. Either way, if I ever have to fight three cryo-mummies at once again, they’re in for it. Kaiden brushed off the thought to do some quick character management.

      
        
        Character

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level: 30

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 45 (+2)	Intelligence: 39

        Endurance: 45		Perception: 39

        Dexterity: 111 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Kickback, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Lightspeed, Improved Enhanced Senses, Improved Riposte, Flash Bang, Blur, Onslaught, Enfeebling Strike

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      “Guys?” Zelda said, eyes distant as she read through something. Likely her newest ability. “Check this out.” Her screenshot arrived a moment later.

      
        
        Ability Unlocked!

        Improved Scatter Shot (replaces Scatter Shot): Blasts detonate on impact, causing a small explosion that deals an additional 10% damage and blinds the target for 3 seconds.

      

      

      OR

      
        
        Damage increased to 40% and fires blasts in a much tighter cone, significantly improving accuracy and ability to damage with a single target. Other effects remain the same.

      

      

      “Interesting,” Kaiden said, mulling over the new ability. “Looks like you have a choice to make. Both effects are pretty cool, and I can see uses for each one.”

      “The ability to focus fire on one enemy is good.” She was nodding, but her face said her mind wasn’t made up. “But I don’t have a stun ability yet. I know blinding isn’t exactly stunning, but it’s pretty close. I could buy myself time to get away from a rushing opponent, or even protect you two when you’re in the thick of it.”

      “Sounds like you’re leaning toward the first option,” Kaiden said. “I don’t think there’s really a wrong choice, but your logic is pretty solid.”

      “Isn’t it always?” she said, and for a moment, he was sure there was the slightest hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth.

      Hold up. She’s making jokes? Kaiden almost said something, but stopped himself. If she was feeling good enough to joke, maybe she was making progress on processing the emotions around the death of her parents.

      “Captains?” Acton’s voice called back to them from the cockpit. Sitting in what they’d taken to calling the lounge – a living space nestled in front of the Veritas II’s main cargo hold – they were just far enough away that it was a toss-up between using the comms or just shouting. Acton seemed to opt for shouting more often than not.

      “What’s up, Acton?” Kaiden called back.

      “We’re almost there. The void tear just showed up on our long-range scanners.”

      “Excellent!” Titus clapped his hands together. “It’s about time we—”

      “There’s bad news, too.” Acton switched over to comms. “We’re not the only ones here.”

      Not the only ones here? Kaiden was out of his seat in a moment. He broke into a jog up to the cockpit.

      “What do you mean, not the only ones here?” he asked as he arrived.

      Acton pointed to one of the monitors in front of his seat.

      “That feed’s coming directly from our newly installed long-range scanners. They picked up the void tear as soon as we entered the sector. But it picked up something else, too. There are ships orbiting the tear.” He grimaced. “If I was a betting man, I’d say they look to be blockading it.”

      At this range, the scanners couldn’t provide anything as helpful as video footage of what was ahead. Instead, they displayed their results on what looked to be an archaic radar screen. The void tear was visible on it as a vaguely oval-shaped smudge. The blockade showed up as several specks in front of it.

      “Can they see us yet?” Kaiden asked, looking up from the monitor to peer out of the windshield.

      “If we can see them, then they can see us. Assuming they have long-range scanners,” Zelda said, pushing past him and up to the monitor. She pointed to the formation of small specks on the screen. “At this range, though, we can’t get specifics like ship name or owner information. That means they don’t know who we are, nor us them.” She leaned in closer. “I’m counting five ships?”

      “Six,” Acton said, gesturing as another dot entered range. “And there’s a seventh.”

      Seven ships? This isn’t an accident. Someone knew we were headed here. But who? More importantly, how in the world are we going to get past them?

      “What class ships are they?” Kaiden asked, peering at the monitor for answers.

      “There’s a variety.” Acton tapped the screen in a few places and three new windows opened, each bearing a schematic for a different class of ship. “At this range, about the only information we can get is hull shape. We can extrapolate their class from that. Our scanners see four skirmishers, two corvettes, and one light cruiser.”

      “That’s a lot of firepower,” Titus said, raising up to the tips of his toes to see over the crowd that had formed around Acton’s monitor. “The skirmishers we could take, and maybe two corvettes. But with a light cruiser thrown into the mix, well, we can’t fight through that, can we?”

      “Not a chance.” Acton shook his head, then frowned. “There’s an eighth ship, coming in from the opposite side.”

      “Damn it!” Kaiden clenched a fist. “Can we outrun them? Break their blockade? We have to get through. And from the looks of things, the longer we wait to do it, the worse the odds are going to get.”

      “This is the Warden Corps,” Zelda said. “It has to be. They’re building a full fleet blockade in front of the tear. But how did they know we were coming?”

      “We knew they were on our tails,” Titus said, rubbing his chin. “But they’ve always been a step behind. Never a step ah—”

      He blinked out of existence mid-sentence.

      “Did... did he just log off?” Kaiden asked, taking a tentative step forward and waving a hand in the space where the big man had been standing.

      “Something wrong with his pod, maybe?” Zelda said. A frown overtook her features. “Unless—”

      She disappeared as well.

      “Acton!” Kaiden shouted, turning to the first officer and speaking as quickly as he could. “Get us a safe distance away from that blockade. Far enough out that we’re off their scanners. They’re going to attack if they figure out who we are.”

      “Understood, Captain. I’ll—”

      Kaiden’s heads-up display disappeared and everything else he could see along with it. For a moment, the world was black, then, with a loud hiss, the covering to his pod slid open.
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      Hands attached to muscular arms reached into Kaiden’s pod and pried him out. He was dragged to his feet, then shoved down to the floor.

      The Party! They’ve found us!

      Kaiden jumped up and raised his fists, ready to make a last stand.

      We have to escape!

      “If you’re looking to fight, we’ve a perfectly good boxing ring and more than a few guests ready to place bets,” a voice laughed. Kaiden blinked, then focused on the officer taunting him. But it wasn’t an officer at all. It was... the boss’ assistant? And beside him, Hiram.

      Not the Party, then?

      A hand clapped down on Kaiden’s shoulder and he spun again.

      “Deep breaths, Kai,” Titus said, giving his shoulder a squeeze.

      “It’s dangerous to rip someone out of a VR pod like that,” Zelda said, stepping up beside Titus. “You could have caused us serious internal trauma. Put us in a coma, even.”

      “There are more important things to discuss right now than how you’re feeling,” Hiram said, straightening his collar. It’d gotten twisted, no doubt from bodily removing them from their pods.

      “No part of this is a discussion,” the assistant said, waving Hiram quiet. “I’m here to tell you how things are going to go. Consider it a courtesy. We could have just kicked you out without warning.”

      “You’ve a strange idea of what courtesy is,” Kaiden said, shaking away an oncoming headache. “And besides, we already took down the Dorsey Boys’ freighter. What more do you want?”

      “It’s not what I want, or even what we want. It’s about what the Party wants,” the assistant said, then reached into his suit jacket. He pulled out a handheld console, tapped its screen, then turned it toward them. Its screen showed a picture of the three of them, accompanied by a list of crimes and a hefty reward for information leading to their capture.

      “The Party wants you bad enough they’ve upped your status. You’re not just fugitives anymore. You’ve been labeled terrorists. Wanted in conjunction with some bombings, it looks like.” He shrugged. “Welcome to the big time, kids. You just made the most wanted list.”

      They’re pinning the bombings that killed Zelda’s parents on us?

      Kaiden looked to Zelda, but her face betrayed no emotion other than simmering rage. He couldn’t begin to imagine how she felt. Just when she’d been making progress, this happened.

      And what does it mean for us?

      Zelda took a deep breath, shook her head once, then cleared her throat.

      “We were already wanted. Why does this change anything?”

      “Kid, this changes everything.” The assistant tucked his console back into his jacket. “When it comes to small, harmless crimes – or even some bigger ones here and there – the Party tends to look the other way. Especially when we make such generous donations to their community improvement plans and literacy programs. But there’re some problems you can’t pay your way out of. The most wanted list? That’s one of ‘em.”

      “You’re just doing this to collect the reward, aren’t you?” Kaiden raised his fists again. “They’re double-crossing us!”

      The assistant burst into laughter at that.

      Kaiden made a go at him but Titus caught him by the collar and yanked him back.

      “They’re not betraying us, Kai.” Titus let go of his collar. “The boss wouldn’t do that.”

      “No,” the assistant agreed. “He wouldn’t.”

      “But he would cover his own ass.” Titus crossed his arms. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? The heat on us is too great so you’re kicking us out. Making sure the Party doesn’t suddenly stop turning a blind eye to your operations here?”

      “Hit the nail on the head. Who would’ve thought the ugliest one of the group would also be the smartest?” Hiram said with a chuckle.

      “So, what? That’s it? We’re out?” Kaiden had to fight not to start shouting. They were so close to finishing Bernstein’s quest, so close to fully unlocking his cipher. They couldn’t stop now. They couldn’t afford to be stopped now. People had died to get them this close.

      “You’re just gonna dump us on the street and forget everything else? Do you know how close we are to unlocking Bernstein’s cipher?”

      “Hey now, kid. No one said we’re just dumping you on the street,” the assistant said. “Though, personally, that’d be my choice. Nonetheless, the boss is feeling generous. He has the boys in the chop shop putting a ride together for you. It won’t be pretty, but it’ll get the job done.”

      “And what job is that?” Zelda asked, crossing her arms.

      The assistant shrugged.

      “Taking you away from here, primarily. But it’ll do a bit more than that. Waste of resources, if you ask me, but the boss is putting some mobile VR headsets in it. You know how much those things cost?”

      “Let’s not pretend you actually paid for them,” Titus said.

      “Maybe we did, maybe we didn’t. All that matters is the boss thinks you might be able to help us again one day. He thinks there’s a chance you actually can do something with this cipher you keep going on about.” The assistant shrugged. “We can’t harbor you, but that doesn’t mean we have to turn you over, either. We’re putting your fate in your own hands. The van’s going to have the VR headsets I mentioned, an extended range antenna so you can pirate an internet connection, and even a shielding get-up so it’ll be harder to track you. All in all, it’ll be a pretty fancy rig. Better than you deserve, I say.”

      “This is ridiculous!” Kaiden said, striding forward. “You can’t just throw us out like this. How are we supposed to live out of a van and avoid the Party? That’s insanity.”

      The assistant shrugged again.

      “That’s your problem now, kid. Or, it will be your problem. The van will be ready tomorrow by noon. As soon as it is, you’re going to be in it. Now, you can get in it willingly, or…”

      “Willingly works,” Titus said, placing another restraining hand on Kaiden. “Tell the boss we’re grateful for his generosity.”

      “Will do,” the assistant said, then turned toward the door. He paused midstride. “Noon, tomorrow. Meet the van outside.”

      Titus nodded and the assistant and Hiram left.

      When the door closed behind them, Kaiden spun on Titus.

      “What the hell was that? Generosity? The boss is kicking us out. After we helped him, no less.”

      “Titus is right, Kai.” Zelda stepped between him and the big man. “This is far from ideal. Believe me, I know. Nothing about this experience has been ideal. But we can’t stop now. No matter what gets in the way.” Her voice cracked as she spoke the last words, as if she was fighting back a swell of emotion.

      Thinking of her parents, no doubt. Lying dead in a pile of rubble. Of Mr. and Mrs. Sato, gone, along with their restaurant. Of Merrick and the sacrifice he’d made to get them out of the underground base.

      Zelda swallowed hard, then continued.

      “With the VR headsets we’ll at least be able to log in to Nova. We can still unlock the cipher. We just... have to do it quickly.”

      “I know,” Kaiden said with a sigh. “Damn it, I know. It just complicates things so much. We had a plan, we had a mission. Now what are we supposed to do? Park on the side of a street and hope no one notices us?”

      “I mean, that’s a start,” Titus said with a shrug.

      “We’ll figure something out, Kai. We still have a bit of time. We’ll figure that out and the issue of the blockade. One way or another, we have to figure out how to get into voidspace, find the final geocache, and unlock the cipher.”

      “Well, actually,” he said, biting back his anger, “I did have an idea about that. I was going to mention it before,” he gestured toward the door. “Before Hiram tried to put us in a coma.”

      Titus walked over to his pod, then initiated the reboot sequence on it.

      “We have a minute while these things come back online.” He turned to Kaiden. “Talk to us.”
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        Welcome to Nova Online.

      

      

      The login screen faded, replaced with the cockpit of the Veritas II.

      “Acton!” Kaiden said, spinning to find the first officer. He was back in the lounge, but jumped up as soon as he was called.

      “Captain? Er, Captains?” he said as Titus and Zelda logged in as well.

      “What’s happening with the fleet?” Kaiden asked, then stepped aside to let Acton into the cockpit and back into his chair beside the pilot. As he sat down, he tapped the biggest of his monitors, waking it up.

      “Move us closer, pilot.”

      The engines hummed to life as the ship eased forward.

      “Just a bit more…” Acton said, watching the scanner feed carefully. “There! Hold position.”

      Kaiden, Zelda, and Titus grouped up behind him, peering over his shoulder to check on the fleet. It didn’t look good.

      “I’m counting... twenty ships now, maybe more?”

      “More firepower, too,” Zelda added. “Is that a carrier I see? And two star cruisers? They’ve brought everything they have.”

      “That doesn’t change the plan, though,” Kaiden said.

      This is our only chance. We have to take it.

      “Acton, can we hail the dark turen flagship that tried to call us on our way out of the Fist Nebula?”

      “You mean the flagship that wanted to blast us into a debris field? The flagship that left us a spitting mad message when we refused their call?” He paused, as if thinking. “To be fair, most of that message was entirely unintelligible, but what little I could understand was, well, to put it politely, a list of the various ways they’d like to see us all murdered.”

      “Yeah, that’d be the flagship I’m talking about.”

      “Captain,” Acton said, rising from his chair and looking Kaiden dead in the eyes. “Please tell me you understand that if we hail them and they accept the connection, they’ll know our exact location. They and whatever’s left of their fleet would probably set course for us immediately.”

      Kaiden smiled.

      “I’m counting on it.”
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      The van had everything that had been promised, though the VR headsets were basically held together with duct tape and induced splitting headaches whenever used for longer than an hour.

      Oh, and the van itself leaked coolant whenever they put it in gear. Then there was the issue with the gas smell permeating through the interior. And, well, the list went on. But, in the end, it worked. For the most part.

      On the upside, they were free from the mold farm of their old apartment, Kaiden figured as he peered out the tinted rear window of their van. Their in-game journey from the Fist Nebula to the void tear had taken a couple of days. He expected it’d take the same amount of time for the dark turen fleet. As such, he and the others had some time to kill. And, as it happened, his original idea of laying low by parking the van by the side of a street wasn’t such a bad one. Except Zelda had improved on it a bit.

      Long-term airport parking. It was a brilliant solution. Little foot traffic, and no one would be concerned with a vehicle staying there day after day. Not as long they were all paid up, which, thanks to some credits the King Street boys had loaned them, they were. Titus had even convinced the gang to load them up on food. Well, junk food and snacks, to be precise, but it was better than nothing. And, really, the whole thing was a temporary solution. Soon, they’d find something long term. Or at least move to another airport’s parking garage.

      From behind Kaiden, Titus’ breathing had settled into a rhythm. He was reclined in the front passenger seat with a VR headset strapped on tight. They’d been taking turns in-game, keeping watch with Acton for the arrival of the dark turen. If the plan was going to work, the timing needed to be spot on. And that was just to get into the void. After that, who knew?

      Bernstein hadn’t been too clear about what they were supposed to do. From their searches online, it seemed there was only one quest associated with the void tear, only one reason to go there. It was part of a quest in which players were supposed to kill a voidlord. Apparently, the quest triggered as soon as one entered the void tear. Exact stats on the voidlord, as well as strategies for defeating it, were harder to come by.

      From what they could gather, there was a set of possible abilities the voidlord could spawn with. A few light attacks, three movement abilities, somewhere around five heavy attacks, and about a dozen varieties of minions it could summon. Seeing as a voidlord could spawn with any combination of the abilities it was near impossible to plan ahead for the fight. Instead, Kaiden found himself sitting and agonizing over what was to come. They couldn’t prepare. They couldn’t plan. All they could do was wait.

      Something shifted behind him. Kaiden threw a glance over his shoulder to see Zelda stirring from the one sleeping bag they’d been given.

      “Anything yet?” she asked, her words a bit slurred.

      “Nothing from Titus,” Kaiden said, glancing up to the front of the van.

      “And outside?” She rubbed at her eyes and sat up.

      Kaiden leaned closer to the tinted window and peered outside.

      “Nothing but rows and rows of cars. Oh, actually, you know what?”

      Zelda perked up at that, anxious.

      “There was a family earlier. They parked a few cars down, unloaded their luggage and – you won’t believe this – they walked right by us and into the airport.” Kaiden shook his head with feigned disbelief. “It was riveting. Most interesting thing I’ve seen all day.”

      Zelda laughed and shook her head.

      “Maybe your dreams will be more interesting. It’s your turn to catch a few hours.” She stood from the sleeping bag. “Get some rest.”

      I could use it. He’d been on watch for what felt like an eternity. They were so deep inside the parking garage is was near impossible to tell when it was day and when it was night. Instead, they were perpetually surrounded by the crisp, bright glow of the lights mounted in the cement ceiling.

      “I’ll let you know if I see anything interesting,” Zelda said, settling into the spot Kaiden had just vacated. “Maybe there’ll be a passing car. Or, better yet, two.”

      “Don’t get crazy now,” Kaiden said. “One can only be so lucky.”

      “Guys.” Titus was moving in the passenger seat, fighting with the latch of his VR headset. Darned thing was always getting stuck. After some struggling, he managed to undo it. Instead of taking the headset off, though, he just tilted it up enough until he could see them.

      “They’re arriving,” he said, then gave a smirk. “The fun part’s about to start.”
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      “Have I missed them?” Thorne asked as she sprinted down the ramp of her shuttle. The hangar around her was still, calming her nerves a bit. If any operations were underway – aside from blockading the entrance to the void – there’d be more personnel at work. Instead, things were quite still.

      “You haven’t missed anything, agent.”

      Commander Moran? He’s here in person? He was standing at the exit to the hangar, between her and the rest of the ship. Thorne slid to a stop in front of the commander. It was extremely rare to see him personally attending on a situation. But now that she thought about it, she should’ve expected he’d be here.

      
        
        Slaen Moran

        Class: Warden Hierarch

        Faction: Warden Corps

        Level: 60

      

      

      “Commander, sir,” she said and gave a salute. His was an imposing figure. A mirror image of what he looked like in real life, as were all warden in-game avatars. Nonetheless, he stood several inches taller than Thorne and a fair bit broader.

      “Walk with me to the bridge, agent,” Moran said, turning toward the exit to the hangar. “I know you were once the captain of this vessel.” He paused. “The Anakoni, is it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I know you were once captain here, but I’d like to make one thing very clear. Your demotion to agent still stands. While you are in pursuit of the fugitives, you have no official role aboard this vessel other than as an observer and guest. Is that understood, agent?”

      “Of course, sir,” she said. Internally, she let out a stream of curses that would’ve made a sailor proud. But she was here to do a job. If her hunch was correct, Kaiden and his friends would be trying to get into the void tear. That they were stopped was all that mattered. She’d regain her rank, her command, and her ship once this whole debacle was solved. Then, she’d have the freedom to properly – and quietly – investigate Werner and the others who’d betrayed the Party’s trust in them.

      “No sign of the fugitives yet, sir?” Thorne asked as they took the elevator up to the command level.

      “Some ships have appeared at the edges of our scanners over the past few days. Whenever they notice us, they turn tail. If the fugitives are out there, if they are even trying to come here, they’re certainly in no hurry.” The commander frowned at that. “You’ve been a constant disappointment these past weeks, Agent Thorne. My patience does have its limits. We’ve moved a considerable number of assets into this sector on your hunch.”

      “I’m certain of this, sir. This is where they’re headed. When I cross-referenced this sector with Bern—”

      “Yes, agent. I read your report. That’s why we mobilized here in the first place. The train of thought that led to here was acceptable. Now I’m waiting for confirmation that you were correct. Confirmation that has yet to manifest itself.”

      The elevator doors opened to the command level and the operations officer immediately spun to face them.

      “Commander Moran and Capt—er, Agent Thorne! They just appeared on our scanners. A light cruiser by the name Veritas II.”

      How’s that for confirmation? Thorne thought, then rushed over.

      “What’re they doing?” She asked the question, but even before she’d finished speaking, she’d leaned in to the officer’s monitors to see for herself.

      “They’re... coming right at us? In a light cruiser?” That didn’t make any sense. “Are there any other ships with them? Do they have backup?”

      “No, ma’am,” the officer said, easing back in to his seat.

      They can’t really expect to get by us, can they?

      Commander Moran strode past, then positioned himself in the center of the bridge.

      “Put this through to all of our ships in the vicinity,” he ordered, then cleared his throat. “This is Commander Moran, Hierarch of the Warden Corps. and acting captain of the WCSS Anakoni. I’m sure you’ve seen by now that our target is inbound. This is a reminder and a direct order: you are to shoot only to disable. Do not, I repeat, do not under any circumstances kill the fugitives. We must Shackle them. Captains, ready your guns and boarding parties.”

      “Sir,” Thorne said, stepping up beside him. “Something’s off here. They have to know they can’t break this blockade. Not on their own.”

      “Commander!” the operations officer shouted. “More ships appearing on the scanners now.”

      “How many more?” Moran said, spinning to face him.

      “A few, sir. Five. No, six. Wait. Wait.” The officer leaned in to his monitor. His eyes went wide. “There’s... there’s an entire fleet, sir.”

      Thorne leaned over to the nearest monitor and pulled up the scanners’ feed. Sure enough, near thirty ships had appeared now, right behind the Veritas II and approaching at full thrust. Even from so far away, there was no mistaking their hull shape.

      Not again.

      “That’s a dark turen fleet,” she said. “Prepare to engage!”

      “Disregard that order,” Moran shouted, halting the staff on the bridge. “These aren’t real enemies, just computer programs. They’ll stand down.”

      “I think you’re underestimating the AI capabilities of Nova, sir,” Thorne growled.

      “Open a channel,” Moran ordered, then when it was done, spoke again. “This is Commander Slaen Moran. I speak with the full authority of the Party. You will stand down now and leave this system.”

      The channel was audio only, and Thorne couldn’t help but shiver when the dark turen responded. The creature’s voice had all the gentleness of a body bag dragged through a gravel parking lot.

      “The humans known as Kaiden, Zelda, and Titus have committed the highest of crimes against our people. They will know suffering without end. Stand in our way and we will destroy you too. There will be no further warnings.”

      “I don’t think you understand who you’re speaking to,” Moran said, visibly frustrated. “I’m—”

      “Sir?” a bridge officer spoke up. “They’ve put us in missile lock. No, scratch that.” She paused, then swallowed hard. “They’ve fired.”

      “Deploy countermeasures!” Thorne shouted, pushing past Moran. The idiot was going to get them all killed. “And protect that light cruiser!” Thorne shouted. “If they destroy the Veritas II, we’ll lose the fugitives.”
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        * * *

      

      “You know, they say absence makes the heart grow fonder, but from the looks of things, I’d say the dark turen still have a bone or two to pick with us.” Kaiden braced himself as another explosion rocked their ship, bouncing him around in his turret.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 84%

      

      

      “Torpedoes inbound!” Acton’s cry came across the comms, and all around the ship, turrets opened up. They weren’t the only ones shooting, though. The warden fleet had begun firing as well. The first volley of their lasers plunged toward the dark turen, several connecting and causing shields to flare to life. The second volley did the same, but a few of the shots arced toward the Veritas II. Kaiden was used to seeing turret fire from smaller vessels, but never something as large as a star cruiser. A single blast from one of those things was as large as their entire ship.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 76%

      

      

      “They’re hitting us hard,” Titus grunted as the ship jerked to one side, then corrected itself.

      “No, that wasn’t meant for us,” Kaiden said. “Look.”

      Even as he spoke, the torpedoes behind them met headlong with laser blasts and detonated.

      “They were covering us. A few bad shots just clipped us on the way past.”

      “With the kind of firepower they’re packing, ‘a few bad shots’ could be enough to send us on a week-long vacation.”

      The warden fleet was just ahead of them now, so thickly stacked around the void tear they looked one giant, solid wall of ships. A wall with enough firepower to delete them and their entire ship in less than a second. But they didn’t, because they couldn’t. Because, as Kaiden had guessed, killing them wasn’t the wardens’ objective. No, they were trying to Shackle them. That was the real victory.

      The looming firepower of the Warden Corps’ fleet was matched near evenly by the remains of the dark turen fleet that had responded to Kaiden’s message. They plunged headlong into the battle, ignoring the wardens in favor of unloading everything they had at the Veritas II. Their accuracy was frightening. Kaiden swallowed hard as the Veritas II bucked under a near constant stream of fire.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 68%

        Shield Integrity: 62%

        Shield Integrity: 54%

      

      

      “Hold on,” Acton said as the Veritas II pulled a hard turn to the left.

      “You’re off course,” Kaiden shouted. “The tear is that way!”

      “We have to make it there in one piece first,” Acton responded, then was drowned out by the roar of incoming laser fire. Kaiden spun his turret around and found not one, but three corvettes hot on their tail. They’d broken from the main dark turen fleet and pulled in close.

      “Company on our rear!” he shouted.

      “On it,” Zelda replied, spinning and firing on them. She wasn’t the only one. Kaiden couldn’t see all of their other turrets, but in seconds, blasts of laser fire from all around the Veritas II rocketed toward the pursuing corvettes. The foremost’s shields lit up beneath the assault.

      The corvettes returned fire and Kaiden involuntarily ducked as several blasts slammed into the shield in front of him.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 52%

      

      

      A formation of skirmishers whipped past from the warden side of the battle and strafed the corvettes, to little effect. A moment later, an opposing squadron of dark turen skirmishers arrived. They focused fire on the Veritas II, swooping in with angry, quick bursts of fire.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 35%

      

      

      “We can’t take much more of this,” Kaiden said, firing his turret near constantly. Between the pursuing corvettes and the darting skirmishers, there was no shortage of targets.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      “Two down!” Zelda cheered through comms, but as Kaiden looked out over the chaos around him there were still too many enemy ships to count.

      “We’re thirty seconds from the void tear,” Acton said as the Veritas II swung around the outside of the foremost of the wardens’ heavy cruisers. Kaiden swallowed hard as they passed turrets big enough to blow holes clean through their ship.

      “This should buy us some time,” Action said. “Torpedoes away!” From the front of the Veritas II, three thin, metal cylinders tumbled off to one side. They spun end over end for a moment, then, acquiring their targets, hissed to life with a plume of flame from their engines. The torpedoes whipped past Kaiden’s turret and made straight for the pursuing dark turen corvettes.

      The shield of the foremost corvette flared up as the first torpedo exploded against it. Then, with a flash, the shield went offline.

      “Ha!” Titus cheered and, a moment later, a second torpedo slammed into the corvette’s now-exposed hull.

      Even from his turret, Kaiden could see the damage. The corvette’s hull now sported a gaping hole in one side. The damage didn’t stop there, though. The torpedo exploded out of the far side of the ship and took two engines spinning away with it.

      Tumbler torpedo is right.

      Kaiden expected an assisted kill notification, but the corvette peeled off, still alive, but clearly out of the chase.

      The third torpedo plunged into one of the other corvette’s shields, taking it offline as well.

      “Fire at the exposed one!” Kaiden shouted, but even as he did, the Veritas II pulled another hard turn, slipping between a warden star cruiser and a carrier. The pursuing corvettes fell out of view.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      The skirmishers were still on them, though. Buzzing like a nest of hornets, they swarmed and swooped, firing all the while.

      
        
        Shield Integrity: 20%

      

      

      “We need to get them off us,” Kaiden said, tracking them with his turret and throwing shots on target.

      “Fifteen seconds to the tear—” Acton began, then was cut off by a massive explosion. Fire and debris raked across their shields, flaring them to life.

      “Watch out!” Titus shouted. One of the larger warden ships had been destroyed in the fighting and now pieces of it were bouncing and spinning among the fleet. A support beam the size of the Veritas II spun right towards them, then bounced off their shield.

      
        
        Shields offline: 0%

        Shield core overloaded!

        Hull Integrity: 90%

      

      

      More debris slammed into them, clattering off their hull.

      
        
        Hull Integrity: 82%

        Hull Integrity: 68%

      

      

      The only boon came when the skirmishers pursuing them ran into the same spinning debris.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      Several exploded, unable to dodge quickly enough and dashing themselves against the wreckage, or the still-functioning shields of nearby warden vessels.

      Another burst of laser fire streaked toward the Veritas II but missed by a wide margin. Kaiden breathed a sigh of relief as he saw they’d lost their pursuers. They were firmly in the ranks of the warden fleet, who were preoccupied with the dark turen.

      Well, mostly preoccupied.

      Two warden skirmishers pulled up from below the Veritas II then settled onto their tail.

      “They’re hailing us, Captains,” Acton said. “What’s our response?”

      Is it wrong I feel a little bit bad about this? Kaiden wondered, then opened fire on the smaller vessels.

      
        
        Skirmisher assisted kill - 500 EXP gained!

      

      

      His armor-piercing, high-explosive turret rounds tore through the first of the two ships, blowing it to pieces after three hits. The second ship veered off, fleeing under a hail of fire from Zelda’s turret.

      “Here we go,” Acton said.

      Kaiden pulled his eyes from the battle behind them in time to see the void tear looming all around. They were already mostly inside it. Its edges were a blurry, churning haze of semi-transparent gas, while the center contained the deepest darkness he’d ever seen. It was a massive gateway, large enough to fit even one of the warden fleet’s carriers. In comparison, the Veritas II was a speck as it slipped inside.
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        Location discovered: ???

        Faction Alignment: ???

      

      

      “Oh, that’s reassuring,” Kaiden said, reading the text. “Not even the game knows what we’re doing now.”

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked!

        Explorer of the Void - 1,000 EXP!

        Turn back. Seriously, you have your achievement. Just turn back now.

      

      

      The notification rang in the moment they entered the tear. It was followed seconds later by an emergency broadcast. A woman spoke in a calm, collected voice. Soothing, almost, if one ignored what she was actually saying.

      “Welcome, warriors. You’ve entered voidspace and that can only mean one thing: you’ve come to wage war against the menace of the voidspawn. Many have come before you. Some have succeeded, but most have failed. Now, it’s your time to prove yourselves. Do you have what it takes to strike a mortal blow against the voidspawn? If you truly are the warriors you think you are, the first step of this task should be easy. You’ve learned much about voidspawn culture, I’m sure. Now put that knowledge to use. Find the voidlord’s lair. Then, you know what to do.”

      As she finished speaking, a quest faded into view.

      
        
        Quest: Null and Void

        Stage 1: Find the voidlord’s lair

        Expected difficulty: Expert

        Reward: 5,000 EXP, 2,000 credits

      

      

      Despite receiving the quest, for Kaiden, the world was still entirely black. It was almost as if he was being forcefully logged out again, except for the fact his heads-up display was still active and visible.

      Then, in the distance, a pinpoint of red light, the only break in the darkness. It flickered at irregular intervals, there one moment, gone the next, then back again. As Kaiden watched, it grew larger and larger, so large it expanded to the edges of his vision, then beyond even that. All the while, the light flickered on and off, like a lightbulb with faulty wiring. When it had grown large enough to entirely surround them, it flickered off once more, then, with a resounding clap, back on. This time, it stayed on. And instead of just red light, Kaiden could make out something around them. Or many somethings.

      Ahh, voidspawn. I haven’t missed you, he thought as the things drew into view more clearly. Tentacles and teeth. Eyes and slime. Claws and more teeth. All the essential ingredients that made up the voidspawn. Except now, instead of being attached together in one hissing monstrosity, they were free-floating and massive.

      Presumably, the Veritas II was still in some form of space, but everywhere Kaiden looked, his mind struggled to process what it was seeing.

      A giant polyp of eyes, so large even their pupils were the size of gas giants, blinked off to the left. A writhing mass of tentacles, each so wide and long they looked a near one-to-one scale replica of the pillars of creation, writhed in slow, rhythmic movements at an unknowable distance.

      All around, the angry red light of churning nebulae burned through Kaiden’s vision. In some places, the pulsing, apparently organic superstructures cut a swath through the light, leaving deep, thick shadows behind.

      Being honest with himself, none of it made sense. His eyes saw what they saw, but his mind could only process about half of it.

      “This is... interesting,” he finally managed to say.

      “Interesting doesn’t begin to do it justice,” Zelda said.

      “Oh, look. Voidspawn,” Kaiden said, finally seeing something he could make sense of. A giant clump of them floated by off to the right, looking for all the world like a cluster of seaweed in space. They were unmoving and linked together, arm in arm – or tentacle in tentacle – as they floated leisurely in no particular direction.

      “Maybe try to steer clear of those,” Kaiden said as the ship navigated just beyond the edge of another cluster.

      “Are they... hibernating?” Zelda asked. “I remember reading they could do that in open space.”

      “How about, whatever they’re doing, we just leave ‘em to it?” Titus chimed in.

      “That’s a sound plan,” Kaiden said. “Though I think we may have skipped some intro quests before this one. Soothing voice lady seems to think we’re pros at this or something. Our quest is to ‘find the voidlord’s lair.’ Any idea where that might be?”

      “I think we take a left past the giant eyes, then a slight right just before that free-floating mass of teeth,” Titus said unhelpfully.

      “I’ve been here before,” Acton said suddenly. “It was long ago, but I remember. Bernstein and I came here.” He paused, then spoke again. “I know where to go.”

      On his instructions, the pilot turned the ship several degrees. When it stopped moving, Kaiden found himself staring at a monstrous sight.

      “Yeah, that... that looks promising. Assuming we’re using a very liberal definition of ‘promising.’”

      They were pointing at what could only be described as a swarm of leviathans. Kaiden shuddered at the sight of the things. He hadn’t seen one of the giant, space-faring organic ships the voidspawn used to travel between planets in one piece before. Seeing one now would have been too soon. Seeing the dozen or so in front of them was even worse.

      Like most voidspawn, no two were the same. Instead, each seemed a twisted variation on the same general premise.

      At the front of the group, one leviathan caught Kaiden’s attention. Most leviathans were gigantic, and yet they paled in comparison to the largest of this group. So large it could have easily been mistaken for a red giant star – if not for the tentacles. And the teeth.

      
        
        Leviathan Broodmother

        Level: ???

      

      

      If there was anywhere in the void they were going to find the voidlord, that seemed to be it.

      “Uh, where do we land?” Zelda asked as the Veritas II drew nearer the slow-moving swarm. “I don’t exactly see a starport anywhere.”

      Even as she asked the question, it was answered. The red giant of a leviathan shuddered, then opened its mouth. Actually, it wasn’t so much an opening mouth as it was a great sucking wound stretching wide, welcoming them in. Kaiden fought back the sensation of vomit in his mouth.

      “Looks like we’re cleared for landing,” Acton said.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Titus asked from his turret. “No, come on. We’re not actually…” He looked over to Kaiden from across the hull of the Veritas II. “We’re not going to fly into that?”

      Kaiden looked left to the planet-sized eyes watching them. He looked right to the galaxy-spanning mass of tentacles. He shrugged.

      “It’s hardly the worst thing I’m seeing in here.”
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        * * *

      

      “All right, guys,” Kaiden said as the Veritas II touched down on the ground – or maybe a tongue. It was hard to say. “Something tells me this is going to be a ‘helmets on’ type of situation. Is there’s anything resembling air out there, I’m pretty sure we don’t want to breathe it.”

      Titus and Zelda nodded, then activated the helmets on their armor. They formed around their faces, then slid closed, hermetically sealing them in.

      “That goes for crew too,” Kaiden said, turning to their boarding crew.

      Six marines had survived the Eternal King’s crypt. They were joined now by twenty-six turen marksmen. Unsurprisingly, the only crew available for hire on the turen space station had been turen. In contrast to the marines, they dealt more damage at range but were utterly useless in close quarters. They had minuscule amounts of hit points and hardly any armor. All the same, it was time to see what they could do.

      “Boarding crew, we’re splitting you into three groups. I want six marines and five turen on Zelda, eleven turen on Titus, and ten on me. Understood?”

      “Oorah!” the marines shouted in unison and fell into line behind Zelda. The turen marksmen merely nodded and quietly filed into place.

      “Assuming we’re in the right place, there’s supposed to be a voidlord down there. From what we can tell, that means there’s more than a fair share of ugly, mean, and gross waiting for us.” Kaiden held his hand out over the button to send the elevator they were all on down to the surface – tongue? ground? – of the leviathan.

      “Everyone ready?”

      “Let’s do it,” Titus said.

      “What’re we waiting for?” Zelda asked.

      “Down we go.” Kaiden selected the button and the elevator whirred to life. The moment they were outside the ship, it was impossible not to hear the chittering. It came from everywhere. Above, below, all sides, and sometimes, it seemed, from even inside his own helmet. It sounded as if there was not one voidspawn swarm, but about a dozen waiting for them.

      Kaiden fought bad memories as his mind flashed back to his first experience with the voidspawn, falling into a swarm of them aboard the derelict SS Dalcinae. Eyes. Eyes everywhere. And tentacles. And stingers. Then the screams of terrified recruits. The sounds of battle. Running. Fleeing.

      Kaiden shook the memories away. He’d come a long way since his first encounter with the voidspawn. He clenched his hammer tightly.

      Bring ‘em on.

      As the elevator lowered, he got a better view of the space they were in. It looked a lot like the ice caves they’d seen on Jonduu, except instead of ice, they were surrounded by warm, moist organ tissue. The only light came from behind the membrane-like walls, silhouetting the spindly shadows of veins and arteries stretching throughout. Far above, the mouth that had opened to let them in was mostly sealed. A small gap between the tissue there revealed the red, freakish space beyond.

      The moment the elevator touched the ground, easing into it with a soft squelch, the deafening chittering ceased.

      “That’s comforting,” Titus said, then turned his shield on.

      “Everyone off.” Kaiden led his group several steps away from the elevator. The others followed. As soon as everyone was clear, he sent the elevator back up. They last thing they needed was an infestation of voidspawn taking root aboard the Veritas II.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Null and Void

        Stage 1: Find the voidlord’s lair

        Reward: 5,000 EXP, 2,000 credits

      

      

      “Looks like you were right,” Zelda said, no doubt reading the text.

      
        
        **Update**

        Quest: Null and Void

        Stage 2: Find the leviathan’s power source

        Expected Difficulty: Expert

        Reward: 7,000 EXP, 4,000 credits

      

      

      “This is pretty straightforward for one of Bernstein’s quests,” Kaiden said, reading the update. “Why couldn’t they all be this easy?”

      “I wouldn’t say anything about easy until we actually get into the fighting,” Zelda said, cautiously leading her group of marines and turen a few paces away from the ship. With each step, they sank a bit into the red, tissue-like floor.

      On the far side of the vast, chasm-like space, Kaiden could just make out a sort of tunnel. There, the roof lowered and the walls narrowed, as if leading them further inside the leviathan.

      “If I had to guess, that’d be the way to the voidlord,” Kaiden said, pointing with his hammer.”

      “On we go, then. The sooner we’re out of here, the better.” Titus rested his hammer on his shoulder and trudged forward, his turen marksmen a step behind.

      It took a good two minutes to traverse the distance to the tunnel, but finally, they arrived. Up close, it looked much the same as the rest of the interior of the leviathan, but smaller. Narrower.

      “Here’s to doing incredibly foolish things in online games,” Kaiden said, then led them into the passage. It was winding and dimmer inside the tight space. Soon, they’d lost sight of the Veritas II.

      Eventually, the tunnel gave way to a wider chamber. The walls here were still some sort of tissue, but wider, and curved and crinkled. Like a shirt that’d been left too long on the floor – if that shirt was oozing with a slimy residue and covered in... voidspawn, Kaiden realized, raising his shield and ducking behind it.

      “Voidspawn!” he shouted through comms. “All around us.”

      They were tucked into every nook and cranny, every wrinkle and flap. Masses of tentacles and teeth, and each armed with a stinger tucked into the bottom of what was probably their stomachs.

      Zelda raised her hammer-rifle and took aim. Titus deployed his shield and planted himself behind it. Kaiden readied his hammer, holding it out and to the side, ready to strike.

      Something peeled off from the roof above, then fell to the floor with a plop.

      
        
        Voidspawn

        Level: 1

      

      

      “It’s only level one,” Kaiden said, face scrunching in confusion. “I thought this quest was listed as ‘master’ difficulty?”

      Another plop as a second voidspawn fell to the floor. Then a third. A fourth. Ten. Twenty. Soon, it was positively raining voidspawn. But they weren’t moving. They were just falling to the floor, then lying there, curled up and… hibernating? Kaiden wasn’t sure.

      “Are they alive?” Titus asked. He eased his foot out, then ever so gently nudged the nearest bundled voidspawn with his toe.

      The moment he touched it, the room exploded in a chorus of chitters. The voidspawn on the floor unraveled as one, unwinding tentacles, baring teeth, and rearing stingers.

      “Should not have done that,” Titus said, grimacing. “Should not have done that.”

      A tentacle lashed forward, slamming against Kaiden’s shield, and the fight was on.
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      “Ah, just like the good old days,” Titus said, wiping the front of his helmet clean so he could see through the slime smeared across it. “Fighting voidspawn and covered in goo.”

      Kaiden could barely hear him through the endless, deafening chittering of the creatures. The tunnel was filled with so many no one could really move. It was the best Kaiden could do to swing his hammer wildly and activate the occasional ability that caused area of effect damage.

      “Is there no end to these things?” He used Kickback and slammed his hammer into the ground in front of him. Three voidspawn died from the blow as he was launched backwards.

      
        
        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

      

      

      He landed a good fifteen steps back, but on top of more voidspawn. They were everywhere – so many they looked more like one vast sea of tentacles than individual creatures. All around, the marines and turen marksmen had their weapons pointed at the ground around them as they fired on fully automatic. Trails of voidspawn oozed sprayed into the air wherever their shots landed.

      
        
        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

      

      

      “We’re not making any headway,” Zelda growled, then detonated an Improved Kinetic Grenade. The explosion started with fire, but ended in a tidal wave of ooze and a rain of voidspawn chunks.

      
        
        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

      

      

      The notifications filled the side of Kaiden’s vision, drowning out any other information that might have been there. All the while, his health ticked down. Slowly. Painfully slowly, maybe, but surely. Even with his shield in front of him, there was no way to stop the slow bleed of damage from the low-level mobs. He couldn’t hope to block even half of their attacks, much less all of them.

      “It’s like they’re infinitely spawning,” Kaiden said, swinging his hammer and trudging through the voidspawn gumbo toward the others.

      “I think they might be.” Titus activated Shield of Rage, then slammed his shield into the ground. An explosion of energy burst from around him to send the voidspawn nearest him flying.

      We can hold out for a while, but not forever. All the same, any health we lose here affects the final fight. We need to go into it as strong as possible. He squinted, fighting to see past the squid-ink-like ooze covering his helmet’s faceplate. The tunnel continues ahead, right? It has to.

      “I think the tunnel keeps going,” he said, pointing with his hammer toward what was probably the front.

      “I’ll clear a path.” Titus locked down into a braced stance, then activated Shield Charge and surged forward.

      
        
        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

        Voidspawn assisted kill - 25 EXP gained!

      

      

      The low-level mobs were positively launched into orbit, or slammed into the walls, or trampled beneath pounding footfalls as Titus burst toward the far end of the room.

      In his wake, the floor was blissfully clear – for all of a second. Fresh voidspawn fell from the ceiling, unfurled themselves, and joined the slashing, writhing mass of tentacles and teeth.

      Kaiden raised his hammer and sighed.

      “This is ridiculous.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is ridiculous!” Commander Moran shouted, grinding his teeth at the scene before them. Another explosion rocked the Anakoni and Thorne stumbled to the side before catching herself on a bank of computers.

      Alarms blared around them, complete with flashing lights and a robotic warning message seemingly on infinite repeat.

      “Critical damage sustained. Back-up life support has been activated. Please ensure your compartment is following the correct lockdown procedures, then await evacuation orders from your captain. Critical damage sustained. Backup life support has been acti—”

      “This is ridiculous,” the commander shouted again, taking in the sight before them.

      The great, sextuple-reinforced windshield at the front of the bridge looked out to the chaos unfolding before them. Ships were broken in half, or wedged into one another; fires burned where oxygen leaked from damaged sections of a star cruiser, and all the while skirmishers and shuttles, corvettes and light cruisers darted to and fro, unloading the full firepower of their payloads upon one another. Taken in at once, it made for a hellish sight.

      The dark turen fleet, so persistent in their chase of the trio, had flown directly into the warden fleet. And not in a ‘guns blazing, glorious last charge’ sort of way. Instead, they’d plowed ahead as if catching the Veritas II had been the only thing that mattered. As if they hadn’t even seen the warden fleet.

      They might not have seen them, but they certainly ran into them.

      The upside of this was the dark turen lost a lot of ships doing this. The downside was, so had the Warden Corps.

      What had once been a blockade had become a demolition derby with more ships than Thorne could count crashed into one another, or exploding, or both at once.

      “Does anyone have a position on the fugitives?” the commander growled, casting angry glances around the bridge. “Tell me someone has eyes on them?”

      “There’s no way to track them in this, sir,” a wide-eyed bridge officer said, shaking as she did so.

      “And why the hell not?” the commander demanded, slamming a fist down on her computer. “This ship has the best scanners credits can buy.”

      The poor girl recoiled away.

      “I think that’s why,” Thorne said, pointing to their view of the battle. On one side of the windshield, a grid of small screens showed views of the outside of the ship. The one labeled “scanner array and comms equipment” had been knocked askew. Its angle had been turned near ninety degrees, but from what they could still see, that entire section of the ship had been scraped away. All that was left now was a great gaping wound, colored by ignited oxygen, burning as it leaked into space.

      We can’t do any good from here. The thought hit Thorne like a sledgehammer. Not beyond taking control of commanding the battle. The fugitives were gone, likely in voidspace by now. There was only one way to know for sure. Someone had to go after them.

      “Oversee the battle from here. I want those dark turen blasted back to the Fist Nebula where they belong,” Thorne shouted, then turned toward the elevator.

      “You’re not the captain of this ship, agent!” the commander’s voice chased after her.

      “No, I’m not,” she said, turning to face him as the elevator doors began to close. “So I hope you won’t mind if I step out for some air.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Marines, turen,” Kaiden shouted as the group jogged onward. “Keep our backs clear!” The boarding crew units turned all at once and unleashed a stream of fire. Voidspawn screamed in response.

      The tunnel, at it happened, had continued in the direction Kaiden had guessed. It’d been a long, ooze-filled slog, but now they were in something approaching calm – as long as they kept moving, and the seemingly endless swarm of voidspawn behind them could be kept back. The creatures were pursuing them in something akin to a mad stumble, slipping and sliding and flailing in the ooze of their fallen brethren. Nonetheless, as long as the trio kept their pace up, they only – Kaiden swung his hammer and crushed a voidspawn – had to kill the occasional enemy.

      “Pop a stimpack if you need to,” Titus reminded them. “The sooner you use one, the sooner the cooldown timer resets.”

      A good point.

      Kaiden was only down eighteen points of health – the voidspawn really hadn’t hit that hard – but Titus was right. They had to wait a minimum of two minutes before being able to use their second or third stimpacks. Best to pop one when they weren’t treading water in an ocean of voidspawn.

      “What is this place?” Zelda asked as they followed the rest of the tunnel, still jogging. The walls around them were still made of tissue and, seemingly, were alive. It was almost as if they were walking along the inside of a vein. Kaiden hadn’t spotted an inorganic piece of, well, anything since they’d landed. Aside from the Veritas II, of course.

      A passageway opened up ahead on the right, branching off from the main tunnel. Two more opened on the left. Looking ahead, Kaiden could see there were a dozen more passages, all similar. Like capillaries leading off from a main vein. But which way do we go?

      He stopped a moment to peer inside the nearest passage as they reached it. Though small, it opened into a large room. What looked to be soft, gelatinous egg sacs hung from above, attached to the ceiling by long, thick stems. The sacs were filled with shadowy figures – the unmistakable forms of voidspawn.

      “Are they... gestating?” Zelda asked. “Is this leviathan some sort of organic voidspawn factory?”

      Kaiden shivered at the thought, then fought back a bit of vomit in his mouth.

      “This is more of the voidspawn than I ever hoped to see,” he said.

      A cry from behind caught his attention for a moment.

      
        
        Turen Marksman ally slain!

      

      

      A gap had opened in the wall of boarding crew, one of them finally succumbing to the level one enemies.

      “We probably need to keep going,” Kaiden said.

      “Hold up a minute.” Zelda grabbed him by the shoulder. “Look at the stems connecting the egg sacs to the ceiling. What do you see?”

      “I’m not sure I want a better look at those,” he said, but she was insistent.

      He squinted, focusing on them. Something was... moving inside them? Not something solid, though. Something... liquid? Gaseous? He couldn’t tell.

      “Something’s moving in there.”

      “Flowing, you could even say.” Zelda pointed at a stem, then followed it with her finger, tracing its path up. Where it met the ceiling, it nearly disappeared, shifting into a faintly dark pipe, or vein, then running through the tissue. Looking more closely, Kaiden could see it was the same for all of the other stems and in all the other rooms. The veins ran to a central point in the middle of the ceiling and merged to form one giant vein.

      “We can track it back to the source,” Zelda said, ducking back into the tunnel. The massive vein was just visible from there, running deeper into the leviathan.

      “Are we sure we want to find its source?” Titus asked, frowning ahead.

      “Call me crazy, but if we find the source, I bet we find the voidlord,” Zelda said, smirking. It was short-lived, however, as there was movement from the tunnel ahead.

      More voidspawn. Surging forward in a living flood.

      Kaiden groaned, flicked on his shield, and raised his hammer.

      “Zelda, keep us heading toward the source,” he said. “Titus, let’s clear a path for her.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You, you, and you! And you two, as well,” Thorne snapped to some loitering crewmen as she entered the hangar. “You’re all with me. I need gunners. Let’s go.”

      She reached the parked corvette at a jog, then ducked inside.

      “We’re just mechanics, ma’am,” one of the crewmen said, pausing outside the ship.

      “Today you’re turret gunners. Congratulations,” she said, swinging into the pilot’s seat and bringing the ship online. “Now get to your stations.”

      They hesitated a moment, then shrugged and made their way inside.

      “Where... uh, where are we going, ma’am?” One of the crewmen was standing in the doorway to the cockpit. “This is Commander Moran’s private ship.”

      “The fugitives are out there somewhere,” she said, clicking through the boot-up sequence as quickly as possible. “We’re going after them.”

      The man swallowed hard.

      “Out... out there?” He looked up to the chaotic, burning battlefield beyond the energy field at the end of the hangar.

      “Yes, out there— No, no, no!” Thorne made to respond, but as she looked up to the end of the hangar, a red light began flashing on the walls and ceiling. The decompression alarm. Someone had activated it, likely Moran. She’d known he’d do something about her storming off, but a thorough chewing out and some paid leave was the reaction she’d expected. Not this.

      It only took seconds for the hangar to seal up once the alarm was activated. The massive metal doors above and below the hangar’s exit groaned into motion.

      “Not again,” Thorne said, and made to engage the thrusters.

      “Agent Thorne!” a voice shouted, echoing through the room.

      Moran.

      Behind her, a laser pistol hummed to life.

      “You have to leave the ship, ma’am, I’m sorry.” The crew was behind her, weapons drawn.

      “You’re going to shoot your captain?” she asked, scrutinizing them. “That’d make for an early end to your careers.”

      “Commander’s orders, ma’am.”

      Thorne growled as the foremost of them clicked his pistol’s safety off. He waved her up and out of the cockpit. Moran was waiting outside the ship, a confident smirk on his face.

      “You don’t know your place, agent.”

      Thorne almost planted her hammer in his face right then and there, but somehow contained herself. He was her superior, but more importantly, he was the warden hierarch. How was she supposed to beat him? The level gap alone would do her in, not to mention his abilities.

      “I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “We’re trying to catch the fugitives and we’re all on the same side. Why are you stopping me?”

      Moran gestured over his shoulder and the pistol-wielding crew lowered their weapons, then marched to the far end of the hangar, out of earshot.

      “You’re actively sabotaging our efforts,” Thorne spat at the commander once they were alone.

      “No, agent. I’m sabotaging your efforts.” He looked up toward the closed doors at the far end of the hangar. “You still don’t understand, do you? Werner was a test. You were chosen. Chosen to see if you were truly loyal.”

      Werner? He was corrupt. Abused the power of his position.

      “I’ve never been anything but loyal to the Party,” Thorne growled. “And that corrupt bastard Werner is next on my list once this is all done. People like him are what’s wrong with the world.”

      “People like him run the world, Agent Thorne.” Moran sounded exasperated as he said it. As if she was missing something obvious. “People like him, people like me.” He shook his head. “The Party is a nice idea. It does its job, keeps the people complacent. But it’s a tool, agent. Don’t you see that? The only true power lies in the hands of those who wield it.”

      “A coup?” Thorne felt herself frown.

      Moran laughed, shaking his head.

      “It’s not a coup if you’re already in control.”

      “So, what? A shadow government, is that it? A hidden oligarchy? Monopolizing the power and hoarding it for the select chosen few?”

      Moran’s eyes lit up at her words.

      “A chosen few you could have been a part of, agent. Or should I say ‘Captain?’ It’s not too late, you know. We recognize your prowess and need people like you.”

      He waved to the ship’s hangar around them.

      “This is all… fake. Digital. Virtual. Call it what you will, but it’s not real. The real world, real power, is out there.” He waved his hand behind him as if he was supposed to be gesturing to the world outside of their pods.

      “Why do you think I put you back on the streets? You’ve been in this digital distraction too long, Thorne. You’re more than this. Think of everything you did during the war. You could do that again. We need someone like that.”

      “The war’s over, Moran. You do realize that, right?”

      “No, it’s not. These rebels, these terrorists, they’re not going to go away. With or without the Bernstein cipher, they are a problem. A problem that’s only going to grow. We need to act swiftly, without remorse and without pity. Innocent people may get hurt, sure.” Moran shrugged. “But that’s the cost of maintaining our power.”

      “I thought we made the Party to protect the people. To rebuild a war-torn world?” Thorne advanced a step toward him. “Isn’t that why we’re all here? Isn’t that what we’re doing?

      Moran laughed.

      “My god, you still don’t see it? We are protecting the people, Thorne. We’re protecting them from themselves. From dangerous ideas and foolish notions. They can’t be trusted to take care of themselves.”

      “Oh, and you’re the one to ‘protect’ them? That’s your goal? It has nothing to do with power? With making yourself an oligarch?”

      Moran laughed again, but this time it was low and quiet. Threatening.

      “It has everything to do with that. You can have both. That’s one of the luxuries of power.”

      “How deep does this run?” Thorne asked. “How many are you?”

      Moran shook his head.

      “I told them you’d be too small-minded to join us. Told them you held your foolish code, your damned honor, in too high regard.” He sighed. “So be it, then. You’ve made your decision.”

      Thorne raised her hammer and buckler-like shield.

      “So, what? You’re going to attack me in the hangar of my own ship? Going to kill my character in plain sight?”

      “Kill your character?” Moran looked disappointed. “No, nothing so painless as that.”

      He turned to leave.

      “You could have done great things, Thorne. Your service during the war will be remembered, but I’m afraid your story ends there.”
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      “It’s a dead end?” Kaiden lowered his hammer and frowned. The vein had led them all this way just to disappear into a wall blocking their path?

      “Ha! Nowhere to run now!” Titus shouted, gesturing to the last of the voidspawn. The only thing that made the dead end a bit more palatable was the fact the tide of voidspawn seemed to finally, finally have stopped. Apparently, they weren’t infinite in number. Just really close.

      Even at level one, though, that many voidspawn did damage. Kaiden had already used two stimpacks and he really didn’t want to use another before the inevitable boss fight. Thankfully they’d brought a ton of crew with them. Kaiden had a suspicion this was a quest meant for a large party of players. Boarding crew didn’t entirely make up for that, but they did a good job of tanking a lot of damage, at least. Four more turen and two marines had died – and they hadn’t even found the boss yet. Every loss left them at just that much more of a disadvantage.

      “Any last words?” Titus asked to the three cornered voidspawn.

      They chittered in response, then, as if noticing they were the last of their kin alive, turned to the wall behind them and began attacking it with their tentacles.

      “That’s not going to help you,” Titus said, raising his hammer and striding forward.

      “Wait, what’s that?” Kaiden held the big man back for a second. “Look at the wall.” Even as he spoke, it moved. Just a twitch, at first. Then, all at once, tendons hidden in the tissue tightened and pulled. The wall opened and the voidspawn ran inside. A moment later, it’d snapped back closed.

      “It’s not a dead end,” Kaiden said, smiling now.

      In fact, if I caught a glimpse of what I thought I did in there, we might be exactly where we’re meant to be.

      He struck the wall with his hammer. The tissue was tensed and tight, but there was some give to it. He hit it again and there was a bit more movement. Not much, but some.

      “Step back,” Zelda said, waving him away. “I have some charge left over from the fight.”

      He moved aside and she fired an Improved Scatter Shot directly into the wall. The lasers exploded on impact and burned through the tissue like fire through paper. Smoke filled Kaiden’s vision for a moment. When it cleared, the wall was gone. In its place was an opening to another chamber like those they’d seen earlier. Egg sacs hung from the ceiling twenty or so feet up, but this time, there was something in the center of the room. The major vein in the ceiling ran right up to it, then flattened and widened into a large, circular plate. Little bulbs, like five o’clock shadow, poked down from the ceiling all around the plate. And there, hovering in open space just beneath the bulbs was... something.

      It looked like a massive cloud of gas, but it was denser than gas. Almost a floating, viscous fluid. The voidgas, as Kaiden decided to think of it, shifted between shapes constantly. First, it was a vaguely circular cloud. Then it scrunched up, like dough balled in a fist. When it expanded again it took the form of... well, Kaiden didn’t know what. Some sort of demented jellyfish with long tentacles frayed at the ends. The form lasted a few seconds before dissipating back into a cloud of voidgas.

      Kaiden selected the thing with his visor and text appeared.

      
        
        Voidlord

        Level: 45

        Quick facts: Every leviathan broodmother contains at its core a voidlord. Creatures of shadow and dark matter, voidlords are not fully understood, but killing one is akin to destroying the heart of its leviathan broodmother.

      

      

      “Well, guys, I think we’ve found the power source,” he said.

      “And look!” Zelda was pointing to the ground directly beneath the voidlord. “Bernstein’s final geocache!”

      Kaiden switched the geocache toggle on, and sure enough, a little scroll icon was hovering in the air at the rear of the room. As he watched, a wall of tissue slid closed over the geocache, locking it inside. Kaiden turned his eyes toward the voidlord.

      “Bernstein had to kill this thing in order to plant that geocache,” he said. “I think I know what we have to do in order to read it.” He took a step into the chamber and a flood of text filled the corner of his vision.

      

      
        
        Quest Complete: Null and Void

        Stage 2: Find the leviathan’s power source

        Reward: 7,000 EXP, 4,000 credits

      

      

      
        
        **Update**

        Quest: Null and Void

        Stage 3: Destroy the voidlord

        Expected Difficulty: Master

        Reward: 15,000 EXP, 10,000 credits

      

      

      
        
        Level 31 achieved!

        Max health and stamina increased

        +3 stat points

      

      

      
        
        Ability Unlocked: Improved Blur

        Ability Unlocked: Slayer (passive)

      

      

      “Whoa,” Kaiden said, double-checking to make sure he’d read everything correctly. “I just leveled and unlocked two new abilities?”

      “Same here,” Titus said. “Is that a glitch?”

      Zelda shook her head.

      “I don’t think so. I got two as well. Apparently thirty-one is a significant level.”

      Titus fist pumped.

      “I could get used to this!”

      A chittering reverberated from the chamber in front of them and echoed through the tunnel. Unlike the usual chittering of the voidspawn, this was deep and low, so deep it thrummed in Kaiden’s chest. Looking toward the voidlord, he found it’d changed back into its demented jellyfish form and was looking at them. It didn’t have eyes, but he had the distinct impression of being watched.

      The chittering renewed in strength and the entirety of the voidlord shook, its edges vibrating back and forth as the sound poured forth from within it.

      “I... I think he’s getting impatient?” Kaiden said, half raising his shield.

      “Assign your stat points and familiarize yourselves with your new abilities,” Zelda said. “Then we have a boss to take down.”

      Kaiden opened his character sheet and assigned his stat points on autopilot. By now, he didn’t even need to look at what he was doing.

      
        
        Character:

        Name: Kaiden

        Race: Human

        Level:31

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Attributes:

        Strength: 46 (+2)	Intelligence: 40

        Endurance: 46		Perception: 40

        Dexterity: 109 (+2)	Unassigned: 0

        Abilities:

        Kickback, Shield Bash, Hammer Toss, Shackle, Lightspeed, Improved Enhanced Senses, Riposte, Flash Bang, Improved Blur, Onslaught, Enfeebling Strike, Slayer

        Perks:

        Turen Tinkering

      

      

      The new abilities, however, did require some attention. Kaiden gave them a closer look.

      
        
        Ability: Improved Blur

        In addition to discharging an energy field that makes you hard to see, two body doubles are created. They mimic your every action. Dodge change is increased by 50%, and 25% of opponents’ dodge chance is negated in melee combat.

      

      

      Nice! That’s a killer ability! He could already think of several ways to use it defensively and offensively. Not to mention the sheer confusion it’d cause among his enemies. This is going to be fun, he thought.

      He moved to the next ability.

      
        
        Ability: Slayer (passive)

        Your energy control is so nuanced that you can absorb energy when dealing particularly powerful blows. Critical hits now generate 5 charge.

      

      

      Passive, and I create a small amount of charge when dealing critical hits? That’s huge. This lets me actually gain charge in combat without getting hit. Not much, but it’s better than nothing.

      “These abilities are pretty wicked,” Kaiden said, screenshotting them and sending them to the others.

      Titus read through them, nodding the entire time.

      “I think we can make a fair bit of trouble with these,” he said, smirking, then sent over a screenshot of his own.

      
        
        Ability: Improved Barrier

        You stand still and become the epicenter of a larger barrier to defend your allies, increasing in size depending on how much charge you use. During this time your shield does not absorb additional charge. 10% of all damage blocked during this time converts into a protective force-field around you once ability ends. Unable to use if your shield is already overloaded.

        Cooldown: 10 minutes

      

      

      “Yeah, your abilities aren’t bad,” Zelda said, sounding disinterested. “Mine are okay too.” She sent over a screenshot and a smug look crept over her face.

      
        
        Ability: Paralyzing Shot

        Fires an electric blast that confuses the electrical impulses in the target’s muscles, deals base damage and slows target’s movement by 50% for 10 seconds.

        Cost: 30 charge

        Cooldown: 30 seconds.

      

      

      
        
        Ability: Inferno Shot

        You fire an explosive, superheated blast that ignores 50% of the target’s armor. Deals 3x base damage to all targets in range (allies included). Takes 7 seconds to charge (must be stationary).

        Cost: 70 charge

        Cooldown: none

      

      

      Both were good, Kaiden had to admit, but he had to read Inferno Shot a second time. Deals three times base damage? Ignores fifty percent of armor? No cooldown?

      “Zelda,” he said, looking up at her. “You’re terrifying now.”

      She smiled.

      “I know.”
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      “All right, guys,” Kaiden said, clenching and unclenching his hand on the grip of his hammer.

      This was it. The final fight of Bernstein’s quest.

      “We’ve fought long and hard for today. Sacrificed too much and lost even more. And yet, here we are. No one thought we’d make it this far, but we did. This is the last test Bernstein set out for us. The last barrier between us and the information he died to protect. Failure isn’t an option. Neither is death. Today, we fight. And today, we wi—”

      
        
        Error! Only ten combatants allowed in boss fight.

      

      

      Oh, come on! Right in the middle of my speech? I actually put some thought into that ahead of time.

      “Nice speech,” Zelda said, giving him an amused smirk. “Did you work on that beforehand?”

      “Psh. No. Of course not.” Kaiden turned away from her.

      “Sounded like you did.”

      Titus grunted his agreement.

      “How about we worry about this error message, then the giant cloud of sentient death gas instead?” Kaiden said, waving back to the entrance to the room. Their crew had attempted to pass through the doorway, but only a few had made it. Seven, to be exact. The rest, some twenty plus, were stuck, walking into an invisible wall.

      “If we can only bring seven, we’ll need seven at full health,” Zelda said, stepping up and directing them. “You go back. You. Yes, you. And you come here. Not you! Get back outside!”

      To its credit, the voidlord waited patiently while they figured things out. A minute later, they had their strongest seven crew members in the room with them. All turen marksmen. The marines had apparently taken a beating in the earlier fight.

      Titus cleared his throat.

      “You gonna finish your speech, or whatever?”

      “Moment’s ruined now.” Kaiden turned back to the voidlord. “Let’s just kill this thing.”

      As if on cue, the voidlord let loose another echoing chitter, then surged forward. Kaiden raised his shield and stepped up beside Titus. The big man planted his shield in the ground and leaned into it.

      Behind them, Zelda raised her hammer-gun, took aim, and fired. Her laser streaked into the voidlord and it exploded.

      The cloud of gas came apart in shooting streams of shadow that fled to all corners of the room. But they didn’t stay there. They swooped and spun, each one a swirling trail of smoke. They spun in the air, looping in circles, then turned as one and slammed into the ground. On impact, they formed into puddles. Puddles which stretched and groaned and... stood up?

      Each individual stream of shadow formed into the image of a voidspawn. The one massive cloud had now become a small army. By the time they were all formed, there were too many to count. A good thing, then, that Kaiden’s visor did it for him.

      
        
        Voidlord Clone (x51)

      

      

      “Fifty-one?” he said, reading the message aloud. “That’s hardly enough. We killed like, I don’t know, a couple hundred of you on the way in.”

      “Something tells me these might be different,” Titus said.

      “I can think of a way to find out.” Zelda took aim at the nearest of the creatures. It hissed and flailed its tentacles in her direction. She put a laser down its throat.

      The shadowy, all-black voidspawn tumbled backward with a snarl, then struggled to stand up. Zelda hit it again. Its health bar flashed, emptied, and the creature melted into nothing more than an unmoving shadow on the floor.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

      

      

      “Ha!” Kaiden cheered, pumping a fist in the air.

      Zelda looked confused, however.

      “Plus one corruption gained. Corruption count one out of five,” she said, eyes distant. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      Kaiden threw a glance her way and saw a mark had appeared next to her name and health bar. A little black slash, like a jagged tally mark. Furthermore, something was clinging to her boots. It almost looked like a shadow, but was probably just some voidgas from the clone she'd killed. Sort of like blood, Kaiden figured.

      He didn’t have time to process much more than that, however, as the voidlord clones chose that moment to charge.

      They surged forward in a screaming, chittering mass of lashing tentacles. They didn’t do too much damage, but there sure were a lot of them. Kaiden ducked behind his shield, blocking the first few blows. The energy field of his shield bucked beneath the attacks, but held firm as his charge bar filled. A slash came in low, then another on his shoulder, and his health bar dropped to ninety-four percent.

      He lashed back with a hammer strike that knocked one of the clones down to forty-eight percent health.

      Whoa. These things are fragile. Almost too easy to kill…

      One of the voidspawn launched into the air, stinger bared. Kaiden sidestepped and half-blocked, half-deflected the attack away. A tentacle slash came in next and he stepped around it.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

      

      

      He fired back with a hammer strike.

      
        
        +25% damage (Riposte x1)

      

      

      The clone whimpered as it was struck, tentacles curling up close to its body while its health fell to thirty-five percent. Other clones swarmed Kaiden, though, and he was forced to retreat. He activated Kickback, smashed his hammer into the ground, and launched himself backward into the air.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        +1 corruption gained. Corruption: 1/5

      

      

      Just like Zelda. He pondered the messages for a moment until he landed among the crew they’d brought along. He’d a good view of the battle now and could see Titus in the thick of it, swinging wildly at voidspawn while Zelda backpedaled, firing into their ranks. The crew were also fighting, unloading at the closest targets.

      “I gained a point of corruption for that kill,” Kaiden said through comms in order to speak over the mass chorus of chittering. “What does it do? Can I accept bribes now?” he joked.

      “I doubt it’s anything good,” Zelda said. “Try not to kill any of them.”

      “Come again?” Titus said, pulling his hammer from the ground, the smashed remains of a clone clinging to it. He had some voidgas on his boots too.

      “Let the crew deal the finishing blows.” Zelda was now firing single controlled shots at the enemies in front of her. “Deal enough damage to weaken them, then let the turen pick them off.” She turned to the crew as she spoke, making sure they heard the order. In unison, they changed from spraying at random targets to focusing on those in front of her.

      “You’re turning our crew into guinea pigs,” Kaiden said. “Cruel, but admittedly clever.” He lashed out with a hammer strike, careful to hit an uninjured target. Its health dropped by just below half.

      Without Riposte damage or any special abilities, I can hit these things twice before they die. I gotta keep that in mind.

      He danced away from the oncoming swarm of clones, always backpedaling so as not to be overrun. In theory, there should have been just about five clones per each of their team, but things hadn’t shaken out so easily. The majority of the buggers seemed to be on him, with the second-most chasing Zelda and Titus. The turen marksmen were mostly unharassed.

      They’re the ones absorbing all the corruption points, so that seems fair.

      Kaiden lashed out with another hammer strike, intentionally avoiding using his abilities. The clone dropped to just below half health.

      More tentacles lashed out and he spun away.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

        Riposte x2 gained!

      

      

      A clone launched into the air, coming right at him with its stinger reared back to strike. Kaiden stepped into it and slammed his hammer down.

      
        
        +50% damage (Riposte x2)

      

      

      The clone flopped to the floor as its health emptied nearly entirely. It stopped just above dead, for a moment at least, until a laser from one of the turen marksmen cut in and finished it off.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

      

      

      Kaiden continued to bob and weave, dodging blows when he could, catching them on his shield when he had to, and striking back every so often. For the first time in a battle, he had to carefully pick his targets and make sure he didn’t deal too much damage.

      All the while, the turen marksmen lived up to their name. No injured clones survived long in front of Kaiden before a laser came screeching in to strike them down. Several of the turen had gained corruption, however. Shadows clung to their bodies, growing from the feet and stretching up toward their heads like twisted, cruel vines.

      Wait. Is that the same stuff that's on us? Kaiden looked down. Yes. Yes, it is.

      “Okay, this is way too easy,” Zelda said, ducking as a voidspawn flew over her head, then spinning and shooting it in the back. “There’s something we’re missing here.”

      “Maybe we’re just that good now?” Titus shot back, and from his tone, he was only half-joking.

      “No, I agree.” Kaiden shot a glance over his shoulder to check on the crew. They weren’t dead yet, but they were taking damage. Furthermore, several of them had corruption tallies over their names and shadows creeping up their legs, or reaching across their chest. Titus swatted down a leaping clone and one of the turen finished it off. As he did, a fifth corruption tally appeared by his name. The shadows on the marksman’s body swelled with the kill, then enveloped his head. As it did, he screamed, then fell to his knees. More shadows rose from the floor and wrapped around him.

      The marksman screamed louder. In pain, it sounded like. But something else. Fury. And panic. And... desperation?

      Kaiden looked closer and his visor pulled up the crewman’s information.

      
        
        Turen Marksman **Insane**

      

      

      “Insane?” Kaiden balked at the status. “It says he’s insane now.”

      “Sounds about right,” Titus said, frowning, then growling as a voidspawn attacked him from behind.

      “He’s taking damage!” Zelda shouted, and sure enough, she was right. As the shadow-vines held the marksman in place, his health was depleting in large chunks every second.

      So insanity roots you in place and deals damage over time? And it triggers on five corruption points? Kaiden looked to his own information. Only one of five. I’m good for now.

      The turen screamed once more.

      “Can we save him somehow?” Kaiden rushed over to him.

      I can’t use a stimpack on him and we don’t have a medic…

      For want of anything else to do, Kaiden swung at one of the vines holding the turen to the ground. It snapped under the force of the hammer.

      “Guys! You can destroy the vines!”

      The turen screamed one final time, then collapsed face down as his health hit zero.

      
        
        Turen marksman ally slain!

      

      

      “Um, maybe I took a bit too long there,” Kaiden said, watching as the dozen other vines that had held the turen in place faded into the floor.

      Zelda fired an Improved Scatter Shot. The lasers exploded in flashes of light that left the clones around her blinded and hissing. “Whatever we do, we can’t pick up five points of corruption.”

      “Yeah.” Kaiden blocked an attack on his shield. “But there’s too many—” he smashed another with his hammer, “—of them. How do we kill fifty-one of these things without gaining five corruption each?” He dodged another attack. “The math doesn’t work out.”

      “How many are left?” Titus asked from amid a growing pile of voidspawn.

      Kaiden scanned the room quickly with his visor and it gave him an updated count.

      “Thirty-one. The marksmen have been doing good work, but they’re getting bogged down with corruption.”

      “We need a plan!” Zelda shouted. “Give me a moment.”

      A change went through the room all at once. From toward the back of the swarm, one of the clones stood tall. Its features morphed for a moment and a vaguely human face with cruel, twisted features seemed to press out from inside its inky-black skin. Then it spat an oozing stream of shadow through the air at Titus with the force of a firehose.

      
        
        Ability: Corruptive Corrosion

        Deals 30% of creature’s base melee damage. Adds 1 corruption to the target on a successful hit.

      

      

      “Titus!” Kaiden shouted, but the big man appeared fine. The attack had staggered him backwards, but dealt only one to two percent damage.

      “Plus one corruption gained…” he said, wiping the ooze from his face as the shadows on him grew a foot taller. As they did, several more clones reared on to their hind tentacles, opened their mouths, and fired blasts of oozing shadow at him.

      Titus ducked behind his shield and the attacks splashed into it. Several didn't make it to him, but several more did. Except they didn’t do anything. The creeping corruption shadows on him didn’t grow anymore. The corruption tally above his name stayed at two.

      “The second volley of attacks was illusory,” Zelda said. “But…”

      “The one that shot first actually did damage.” Kaiden pointed to the offender. “Zelda, can you—”

      “On it.”

      She hit it in what was probably its face with an Improved Burst Arrow. Instead of curling up and cowering like the other clones, this one roared in defiance. The room echoed with a sound far too loud to have come from such a small creature.

      “That’s the boss!” Kaiden said. Even as he called it out, the five clones nearest the boss were sucked into it. Its health bar flashed, then rose back to full.

      “I didn’t gain any corruption for that,” Zelda said, looking down at her hands. Her eyes went wide. “When you kill a clone, you take a point of corruption. When you hit the boss, though, he sucks up other clones to heal himself.”

      “We don’t have to kill all of the clones,” Kaiden said, catching on. “We just have to hit the boss and make him do it. Now, which one was he again?” He looked to the spot where the boss had been but all he could see were more identical clones. His visor was no help, either, other than updating him that they had twenty-six clones left to fight and far too few crew members to do it.

      A voidspawn slashed at Kaiden with its tentacles and he beat it back with a hammer strike. One of the turen marksmen finished it off, then, gaining his fifth point of corruption, screamed as shadow-vines rose from the floor and dragged him down.

      Another turen charged, shooting at the vines, but went down beneath a rush of several voidspawn. He managed to fire off one more shot before he died, taking a clone with him.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

      

      

      
        
        Turen marksman ally slain!

        Turen marksman ally slain!

      

      

      As the twenty-fifth clone died, a ripple went through the room. The other clones froze, then evaporated into smoke. Near the ceiling, the smoke congealed into one mass that floated backward, easing into the center of the room.

      Zelda unleashed a blast into it, but it did nothing more than pass through the voidgas and explode against the ceiling behind it.

      
        
        Voidlord **Insubstantial**

        Level: 45

      

      

      “Well, that’s different,” Kaiden said, watching the newly invincible boss. Without the suffocating presence of the clones all over him, he could finally breathe for a moment.

      “You think he’s going through phases, like the last boss?” Titus asked. Not a moment later, three streams of smoke fired down from the main body of the cloud. They hit the ground, then rose up, like clay molded into a pot. Except these pots had arms and legs. And warden armor. One had a big shield, another a hammer-rifle.

      When the gas was done forming, Kaiden found himself staring at a mirror image of himself.

      And Titus.

      And Zelda.
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      “This doesn’t look great,” Zelda said, staring down her doppelganger.

      “Hold on a sec.” Titus was scrutinizing his own mirror image. “Do my arms really look that good in this armor?” He stared at the copy of himself, then his own biceps, then back to the copy. “Dang. I look ripped.”

      Kaiden focused on the copies with his visor while the voidlord, in its gaseous form, watched on silently from above.

      
        
        Kaiden

        Free Warden

        Class: Enhanced Warden

        Faction: The Void

        Level: 31

      

      

      “It’s a darn good copy,” he said. It looked every bit exactly like him, except the armor was all tinted matte black, and where there should have been a face there was only the faint suggestion of facial features through a haze of smoke.

      Its faction is listed as ‘The Void,’ Kaiden realized. Interesting.

      “The only way it differs from me, that I can tell, is it has full health and its faction affiliation,” Kaiden said. He was at eighty-three percent now thanks to the voidlord clones. His opposite was boasting a full one-hundred percent. The same was true for Zelda and Titus’ doppelgangers.

      “Well, I guess we fight ourselves now?” Titus asked, but the copies answered the question for him. Dark Titus charged forward and slammed a hammer into his original’s shield. Titus absorbed the blow, then struck back. It was blocked in the exact same way, clanging uselessly off the massive shield.

      Titus frowned.

      “This is going to be interesting.”

      Laser fire broke out as Zelda’s doppel attacked her and she responded in kind, then Kaiden’s copy was on him, coming in high with a hammer strike.

      I have one advantage over you, Kaiden thought, ducking under the blow. I have charge left.

      He stepped in and activated Shield Bash. The attack caught his copy in the face, stunning him.

      “Let’s end this,” he said, and aimed at hammer strike at his own head.

      
        
        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (Headshot)

      

      

      He swung again and again, landing two more headshots on his stunned doppel. With his new passive ability, Slayer, each critical strike also restored five charge.

      
        
        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (Headshot)

        Critical hit!

        +50% damage (Headshot)

      

      

      The copy’s health bar flashed wildly and dropped to around seventy percent. Kaiden lined up another critical strike. Three more and I can activate Onslaught. That’ll end things nicely.

      The stun wore off before the next blow could fall, though, and Dark Kaiden raised his shield in time. The attack connected and through the smoky haze around its face, Kaiden could swear he saw the doppelganger smile.

      
        
        Ability: Shield Bash

      

      

      Kaiden’s own strategy came right back at him, smashing into his face.

      
        
        Stunned for two seconds

      

      

      You know, I really should have seen this coming. Dark Kaiden wailed away on his head while Kaiden was powerless to stop it. He couldn’t block, he couldn’t move. All he could do was watch his health bar drop.

      Trying to ignore the sinking feeling of having his head bashed in by himself, Kaiden stole a quick glance over to Titus and Dark Titus in time to see them each use Shield Charge and collide with one another. In the background, Zelda and her copy were alternating between shooting and dodging. Neither seemed to be making much headway until the doppel turned suddenly and unleashed a Warden’s Bolt into the remaining turen marksmen. Two managed to get far enough away, but the other half were fried as the electricity arced between them, savaging their health bars all the way to empty.

      
        
        Turen marksman ally slain!

        Turen marksman ally slain!

      

      

      The turen dropped right as Kaiden’s stun wore off. As it did, his doppel backed away, hammer and shield held at the ready.

      “All right, nice moves,” Kaiden said, giving him a nod. “But I just remembered another trick I have that you don’t.” He activated his stimpack and his health surged back to eighty-nine percent. He looked up to throw a mocking smile at his copy only to find him also injecting a stimpack. His health bar filled almost all the way back to full. The copy didn’t say anything – apparently, they didn’t speak – but his smug smile said it all.

      Okay, this guy’s dead.

      Kaiden launched into a flurry of hammer blows. Each were deftly dodged by his shadowy opponent. For the first time he realized how difficult it could be to land a blow on an enhanced warden.

      Of course I can’t hit him. He’s got my dex after all. Enhanced wardens are built to dodge. All we’re doing is dancing back and forth with one another. I need an area of effect attack. Something explosive, maybe.

      Wait.

      A thought occurred to Kaiden. His own attacks weren’t well suited to beating his clone, but that didn’t mean someone else’s weren’t.

      “We’re not getting anywhere fighting ourselves,” Kaiden shouted to the others. “Maybe it’s time we change it up?”

      “I’m game,” Titus said, growling as he was locked shield in shield with his copy.

      With her damage, Zelda is best equipped to take down Titus’ clone. I can move fast enough that, in close quarters, I should have a significant advantage against Zelda’s clone. That just leaves my own. We need to delay him, buy some time.

      Kaiden feinted an attack on his own copy, then ducked away.

      “Titus! Energy Grip my clone!’

      The big man reacted in a flash, lashing out with his energy lasso. It flicked past Kaiden, then wrapped around his surprised doppel. Kaiden gave him a little salute as the lasso tightened, then yanked him away.

      “Zelda, focus on Titus’ copy!” Kaiden shouted, then turned, activated Lightspeed, and charged Zelda’s doppel. He hit her with a Hammer Toss as he closed in. He missed the headshot, but clipped her shoulder for a fair bit of damage. As his hammer returned, he lashed out with Enfeebling Strike and landed the attack before she had time to react.

      “Why Titus?” the real Zelda asked, opening fire on the tank.

      “He’s big and slow.”

      “You’re too kind,” Titus fired back.

      “You should be able to grind him down from a distance,” Kaiden continued. “And Titus, if you can keep my copy busy, it’ll buy me time to focus on Zelda and make this a three-v-two.”

      “Easier said than done,” Titus growled. Kaiden managed a glance over his shoulder to find his own doppel running circles around Titus, apparently using Lightspeed as well.

      “Don’t aim where he is, aim where he’s going to be—” Kaiden tried to shout, but was interrupted as Zelda’s copy took his own advice and landed an Improved Scatter Shot on his side. The lasers exploded in painfully bright bursts of light that left his vision burning white hot.

      “Gah!” Kaiden cried, wiping at his eyes and raising his shield in a desperate attempt to protect himself.

      Another blast hit him from the side.

      Thank god for stimpacks, he thought as his health fell to seventy percent. If only his last one wasn’t still on cooldown.

      Kaiden couldn’t see, but he could hear. It wasn’t much, but the distinctive crackling hum of an Improved Kinetic Grenade forming reached his ears. Was it real Zelda’s or Dark Zelda’s? He didn’t know and didn’t have time to find out. Slapping blindly at the ground, he activated Kickback and launched himself backward.

      A wash of heat licked at his heels as he soared out of the explosion radius.

      Looks like I guessed right.

      As he landed, his vision returned. Dark Zelda was drawing a bead on him, hammer-rifle already raised to her shoulder.

      “Shoot this,” he said, then activated Improved Blur. His charge bar drained to empty, but energy flowed through him, causing his outline to shake and vibrate. At the same time, two exact replicas stepped out of him, one on either side.

      Dark Zelda hesitated a moment and Kaiden wasn’t sure if it was because she was planning her next attack or just admiring the fact that there were now four Kaidens in the room. Either way, he didn’t give her any time to decide.

      He rushed forward using the last few seconds of Lightspeed, his hammer held high. She fired an Improved Burst Arrow, but the fifty percent dodge chance increase, combined with his already high dexterity, meant it had a slim chance of hitting. The shot tore through one of his doubles and Kaiden pushed on unhindered.

      When he reached Dark Zelda, he landed a hammer strike on her elbow for a critical hit. Combined with the remaining seconds of Enfeebling Strike, it dropped her health into the yellow. A second attack caught her in the head and her health fell all the way to twenty-three percent. She backpedaled and fired a basic laser, but Kaiden caught it on his shield, smiled as his charge bar filled, and pressed the attack.

      “Marksmen! Hit her!” he shouted and they did, turning their lasers and firing into her exposed back. She turned to react, but left herself open in the process. Kaiden lashed out with one hammer strike, then another.

      
        
        Blast Warden Zelda assisted kill - 7,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      As the fatal blow landed it went right through her. The hammer tore through her now intangible, smoky form and scattered it into nothing.

      “Ha! Yeah!” Kaiden cheered, then turned. “I mean, sorry I killed you, Zelda.”

      “Apologize later!” she shouted back and it quickly became evident why.

      She’d managed to keep Dark Titus back, but Dark Kaiden was all over her, landing hammer strike after hammer strike while she tried to dodge, attack, and keep Titus’ copy at bay all at once.

      The real Titus was several steps away, hands over his eyes.

      “He Flash Banged me! Little runt!”

      How would I beat me if I were Zelda? Kaiden thought, mind working in a flurry as he rushed to help. Not with what she used back there.

      “Hit me with a Paralyzing Shot!” he shouted. “I mean, not me, but him!” As he shouted, he threw a Hammer Toss at his own bobbing and weaving copy. The doppel saw it coming and jumped out of the way – and right into Zelda’s attack. Paralyzing Shot caught him in the chest and his movement speed dropped through the floor.

      “Dodge this,” Zelda growled, then slammed a laser into his chest, and a heartbeat later, an Improved Kinetic Grenade.

      
        
        Enhanced Warden Kaiden assisted kill - 7,000 EXP gained!

      

      

      “That’s how you do it!” Kaiden cheered. Never thought I’d be cheering for my own death…

      With two of the doppels down, the remaining one backed away, eyeing the three opponents in front of him.

      “Titus,” Kaiden said, approaching warily. “What’s the best way for us to beat you?”

      “Spread out,” the big man answered, then began moving to the side. Kaiden followed, while Zelda flanked to the right.

      “Hit me from all sides at once!” Titus yelled, then activated Shield Slam. The stun just caught his doppel, freezing him in place for two seconds. Unable to move, he was an open target. Zelda unloaded into him, Titus wailed away, and Kaiden almost felt bad as he pounded headshot after headshot into his best friend’s skull.

      Almost.

      
        
        Shield Warden Titus assisted kill - 7,000 EXP gained!
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      As Titus’ doppelganger died, the insubstantial cloud of gas that was the voidlord roared with rage. Its cloud shook and frayed at the edges, then exploded into two dozen or more flying streams which swirled around for a moment, then planted themselves in the ground. Once again, they grew into voidlord clones.

      “So, we’re back to phase one?” Titus asked.

      “Except there’s about half as many clones now,” Kaiden said as his visor revealed there were twenty-six in total. Twenty-five clones and one boss. “Zelda also hurt the boss, but I think he healed himself by sucking up those clones. He looks like he’s at full health, but technically with half his clones gone, he's lost half his ability to heal.”

      “That’s great, but we only have two turen marksmen left,” Zelda said, backing up so she was tucked in tight next to him and Titus. “That’s not nearly enough to absorb all the corruption we need to.”

      “We need some sort of plan,” Kaiden said, but was forced to cut his thought short as the clones charged.

      “I’m on it,” Zelda said, staying behind them as they raised their shields and braced for the oncoming wave. “We have to hit the boss as much as possible. But how do we find him?”

      “I don’t have any charge left,” Titus grunted, leaning into his shield as clone after clone threw themselves against it.

      “You’re preaching to the choir, my man,” Kaiden said, frowning at his equally empty charge bar. As it happened, killing themselves had taken a fair bit of effort.

      A tentacle slash came in low at Kaiden’s legs and dropped his health to sixty-seven percent. The next one was blocked, building some charge, but hardly enough to do anything.

      Kaiden smacked the closest clone with a hammer strike and its health fell to forty-eight. Titus did the same to similar effect.

      “Zelda, watch out!” A voidlord clone that had been climbing on Kaiden’s shield somehow found purchase, then launched itself over him and straight at her. He reacted on instinct, swinging a hammer strike at it. Her laser hit it first, his hammer a split second later.

      The clone’s health dropped to zero.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        +1 corruption gained. Corruption: 3/5

      

      

      “Oh hell. That’s three out of five,” Kaiden said. “We’re going to have—”

      A stream of ooze hit him in the chest.

      
        
        +1 corruption gained. Corruption: 4/5

      

      

      Kaiden froze, then looked up in time to see several other clones rearing back, ooze bubbling in their mouths.

      “Illusion attack incoming!” Titus said. The wave of ooze splashed into them, but did nothing. Kaiden didn’t react, knowing that attack was harmless. One of the many streams of liquid caught him in the shoulder, though, and didn’t fizzle away. Instead, he saw a notification appear in the corner of his vision.

      
        
        +1 corruption gained. Corruption: 5/5

        Insanity debuff applied.

      

      

      “Guys, the boss fired twice this time. Oh, and I have bad news…” he began, but then his words caught in his throat. He tried to speak again but the only thing that came out was a gargled scream. Vines of shadow erupted through the floor, wrapped around his arms, legs, and neck, then snapped tight. The ground rose up and slammed into him and then he was flat on his stomach, face down in ooze and who knew what else, screaming, and watching his health disappear in five-percent chunks every second.

      His vision went dark, as if a filter had been placed over it, and all around the room, the shadows sprung to life. The flowed forward in a great tidal wave of darkness that swamped Kaiden, flowing over him. They pried his mouth open, then darted inside, drowning him in a sea of shadow that he knew wasn't real – not that the thought helped much.

      His health continued to drop in bursts of five percent. A deep thunk followed every chunk the insanity claimed.

      “Kai!” Zelda shouted. He heard her, but couldn’t see her. His neck was stuck at an odd angle and the only things he could see were Titus’ feet, the bottom of his shield, and through it, more tentacles than he’d ever hoped to see in one lifetime. And the sea of shadows, everywhere, drowning him.

      Thunk.

      Fifty-seven percent health.

      “We have to get him out or he’s dead!” Titus shouted, but the horde of clones seemed to react to Kaiden’s predicament and surged forward. Titus was driven back a step. His foot came down on Kaiden’s face.

      He opened his mouth to shout a plan, but the game overrode his words, replaced them with nothing but agonized screaming.

      Thunk.

      Fifty-two percent health.

      “We need to cut him free.”

      A laser blasted into the floor just off the tip of Kaiden’s nose. He went cross-eyed looking at the burn mark.

      Thunk.

      Forty-seven percent health.

      “I need some space,” Zelda shouted.

      “On it.” Titus set his feet into a ready stance then surged forward as he activated Shield Charge. No; not Shield Charge, Kaiden noticed, reading the ability for the first time this battle instead of skimming it. It must’ve been one of the new abilities Titus had unlocked when they’d leveled before the fight.

      
        
        Ability: Improved Shield Charge (replaces Shield Charge)

        The duration of your charge increases to 5 seconds and the damage dealt to 100% of base damage.

      

      

      Oh. Oh no. It deals twice as much damage as the unimproved version. At literally any other moment, that’d be awesome.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

      

      

      Two clones instantly died in the face of the charge. The others were thrown across the room from what Kaiden could see.

      That’s four corruption on Titus.

      For a moment, there was silence.

      Thunk.

      Forty-two percent health.

      Zelda opened up with her hammer-rifle again, this time joined by the two remaining turen marksmen. One of the vines holding Kaiden’s shoulder was severed, then shriveled away, disappearing into the floor.

      “It’s working! It’s working!” Kaiden tried to shout.

      “Gaaarrrghhhaa! Ahhh!” he screamed.

      Thunk.

      Thirty-seven percent health.

      Another vine snapped. Then another.

      A little faster, please. I’m not going to be around much longer.

      Thunk.

      Thirty-two percent health.

      Titus was back. Kaiden would recognize those boots anywhere, particularly after he’d seen the underside of them so much recently. The big man’s hammer strikes joined the flurry of attacks falling all around Kaiden.

      Thunk.

      Twenty-seven percent health.

      More vines fell away, then more still. But they were on thick and he was still plastered to the floor.

      The voidlord clones recovered from Titus’ charge and swarmed again. Zelda seemed to panic, turning to shoot them for a moment before aiming back at the vines.

      Thunk.

      Twenty-two percent health.

      “Two more!” Kaiden tried to say.

      “Arraarrrghhh!” he said.

      Thunk.

      Seventeen percent health.

      
        
        Insanity debuff removed.

      

      

      “Freedom!” Kaiden shouted, jumping to his feet, and this time the words came out as words and not some garbled, pain-filled scream. Better yet, Kaiden realized, looking at what was left of his health, all of his corruption points had been removed.

      “I owe you one for that,” Kaiden said, backing away from the fighting just long enough to pop his last stimpack. What little was left of his health recovered up to forty-two percent.

      That’s going to have to be enough to finish this fight. He turned to face the tide of clones swarming around Titus’ shield and tearing into his health. I have an idea.

      “The boss is always the first to fire Corruptive Corrosion, right?” Kaiden said, hefting his shield and joining Titus on the front line.

      “Right,” Zelda said from behind.

      “I have just the thing for that. When I call him out, lay into him, Zelda.”

      
        
        Ability: Improved Enhanced Senses

        Senses are honed to the point that the user can sense incoming threats before they occur. Player is alerted when they or a party member are targeted by a ranged attack, and also gains a 50% chance to detect traps. All other effects remain unchanged.

      

      

      The ability lasts for eight seconds, Kaiden thought, scanning the mob in front of him. You better shoot, you overgrown gas leak. Do it. Fire. Come on! Take your best shot!

      The voidlord didn’t seem to want to cooperate.

      Fine, then.

      Kaiden darted in toward a clone, raising his hammer as if to attack.

      
        
        Targeted by ranged attack.

      

      

      The notification appeared in the corner of Kaiden’s vision with an audible ping.

      Now! Kaiden scanned the room and sure enough, off to the right, halfway back in the ranks of clones, what had to be the boss was reared up, preparing to spit.

      “There!” Kaiden shouted, gesturing with his hammer.

      Zelda wasted no time. She fired an Improved Burst Arrow – probably to avoid hitting other clones – and the voidlord suddenly found himself chewing on a mouthful of laser.

      He roared just like the last time, tentacles flailing, and the five clones nearest him were sucked away. Kaiden’s visor flashed, then gave an updated clone count.

      “Seventeen left!” he cheered. “Plus the boss.”

      “Seventeen is still a lot,” Titus said, frowning at the swarm of clones ahead of them.

      “You asked for a plan earlier?” Zelda said. “Here’s one!”

      She must have told them ahead of time, because as Zelda gestured, the two remaining crew rushed into the middle of the clone ranks. They stood side by side and the clones collapsed in on them, swarming like ravenous insects.

      She’s drawing them in, Kaiden realized as a smile began to grow on his face. Getting them close together so an attack can hit them all.

      The turen marksmen were torn down in moments, but took two of the tentacled monstrosities with them.

      
        
        Turen marksman ally slain!

        Turen marksman ally slain!

      

        

      
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

      

      

      “When you came back from insanity, your corruption was wiped clean, right?” Zelda asked.

      Kaiden nodded.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Well, you were curious about my new abilities,” she said. “Figured it’s time to show one off.” She turned toward the mass of clones who’d taken down the turen marksmen. They were still atop the bodies, though turning to rejoin the attack.

      “Don’t let me die,” Zelda said, then triggered a combo of abilities.

      
        
        Warden Hammer-Rifle, Triple Threat Edition

        Once per day, you may lock on to three targets at once. Your next attack will cost double charge, but fire at all three targets.

      

      

      
        
        Ability: Improved Warden’s Bolt (replaces Warden’s Bolt)

        You fire two bolts of lightning instead of one. Discharge a bolt of lightning that jumps to multiple targets within range of the impact target. Initial range 50 feet, jump range 10 feet. Deals +150% base damage, reducing by half with each successive jump.

        Cost: 25 charge

        Cooldown: 30 seconds

      

      

      “Oh my god,” was all Kaiden managed to say before Zelda lit up the room in a flurry of arcing electricity and way too many exploding clones.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

      

      

      The text came in a flood as eight clones were deep-fried by the attack. Her first arc of lightning was a direct hit. Electricity illuminated the voidspawn from within, cooking it in a frenzy until it exploded. The closest clone to it was caught as well and died a similar death.

      The second bolt of lightning caught three clones in its reach and the third did the same. Somewhere in there, one of the clones hadn’t been a clone at all, but the boss. He survived, but at the cost of absorbing five more clones. When the carnage had settled down, only three clones still stood, plus the boss.

      And then there was Zelda.

      She was already screaming, vines wrapped around her and doing their best to squeeze her, atom by atom, through the floor.

      “Cut her free! Cut her free!” Kaiden shouted, setting to work immediately. She’d started at somewhere around fifty percent health, but already it was dropping by the second.

      Kaiden thought through his abilities as quickly as he could, but there was nothing that he could use to boost his damage. Unless he could find a place to land critical strikes on the ephemeral vines holding Zelda down, he was stuck with plain old hammer strikes.

      “This is my last new ability,” Titus said. “All I have that could help.”

      
        
        Ability: Rallying Cry

        All party members within 50 feet gain a 20% boost to base stats for 30 seconds.

        Cost: 20 charge

        Cooldown: 15 minutes

      

      

      It wasn’t a get-out-of-jail-free card, but it helped. Kaiden hacked with renewed fury at the vines. Meanwhile, a clone leapt onto his back and plunged its stinger into his shoulder.

      His health flashed and dropped to thirty-nine percent, but he ignored it, dedicating all of his focus to the vines.

      Another chunk of Zelda’s health disappeared and she dropped to forty-three percent. She tried to speak, probably aiming to give them encouragement, but getting nothing across but a high-pitched scream.

      Another vine down.

      Another five percent of her health gone.

      Thanks to Titus’ Rallying Cry, Kaiden was taking vines down with each swing now. The big man was as well.

      The other two clones climbed onto his back and went to town with their stingers.

      Across the room, the voidlord reared back to spit. Kaiden stepped into the attack, keeping it away from Titus – who already had four corruption – and gaining a point himself.

      
        
        +1 corruption gained. Corruption: 1/5

      

      

      The voidlord clone on Kaiden’s back was putting in overtime and his health was down to thirty-three percent, but still, he kept at the vines.

      Five to go.

      I can’t let her die.

      Four to go.

      Zelda’s health was at twenty-three percent.

      If she dies, we don’t have the DPS to take this guy down. We’ll fail.

      Three to go.

      If we fail, we’ll lose a week and be back outside the warden blockade. The trick with the dark turen only works once. Zelda can’t die now!

      Eighteen percent.

      Come on!

      One to go.

      Thirteen percent.

      Done!

      Kaiden smashed through the last vine and Zelda jumped to her feet.

      “Corruption free!” she shouted, then blasted the clone off of Kaiden’s back.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

      

      

      Freed from his unwanted passenger, Kaiden rushed over to Titus and worked on the two clones there.

      
        
        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        +1 corruption gained. Corruption: 2/5

        Voidlord clone assisted kill - 100 EXP gained!

        +1 corruption gained. Corruption: 3/5

      

      

      But it didn’t matter now. Or at least, Kaiden hoped it didn’t matter. The voidlord was out of clones. Zelda popped a stimpack, raising her health to a solid thirty-eight percent, and Kaiden turned to face the voidlord.

      “What’s your plan now?” Kaiden asked, striding forward. “You’re all out of friends.”

      On his own, the voidlord looked weak. Pathetic. Small.

      He didn’t stay that way for long.
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      The voidlord grew and changed. All of the shadowy spots on the ground – the smashed and broken remains of his clones – rose up into the air, reformed into their semi-gaseous, semi-liquid state, and flew in toward their lord. As they reached him, he grew and swelled.

      His tentacles wrapped around themselves, again and again, thickening until they’d created limbs – four arms and two legs, each one as thick as Titus’ torso. Then a head sprouted, emerging from inside, but stopping short of having any sort of neck. Next, his secondary set of arms – shorter and stouter than the larger ones above them – grew fingers and thumbs. Meanwhile, the larger set of arms sharpened to fine points, then developed a fine edge until they bore a passing resemblance to bloated, machete-like swords.

      “You asked what his plan was,” Titus said, his face turned down in an impressed frown. “That, uh, that looks to be it.”

      Kaiden swallowed hard. Do we have enough health left for this?

      Titus was in the best condition of the group, rocking a whopping forty-six percent health. Zelda came next at thirty-eight percent. Kaiden was last at thirty-three. And then there was the voidlord. Sitting pretty at one hundred percent.

      This looks promising.

      “Just confirming,” Kaiden said, already knowing the answer. “We don’t have any number of stimpacks left, right?”

      “Zero’s technically a number,” Zelda said, but her heart wasn’t in it. From the distracted tone of her voice it was clear she was leery about the fight to come. And with good reason.

      “Titus,” Kaiden began to say.

      “Up front, yup.” He positioned his shield and set himself into a deep, wide stance. “Let’s see how hard this gas bag can hit.”

      “Zelda,” Kaiden said, nodding to her.

      “In the back, raining down hellfire. On it.”

      Which just leaves me.

      Kaiden looked down to his hammer and shield. They looked positively puny compared to the four-armed – two of which were swords – monstrosity ahead of them. But they’d made it this far on teamwork and persistence and a little bit of luck. It wasn’t that much to ask to make it just a bit farther, was it?

      The voidlord came at them like a freight train. He moved far too fast for something standing over twenty feet tall. The entirety of his massive form blurred as he charged forward.

      
        
        Ability: Stampede Dash

        User launches forward with devastating speed. While dashing, user is invulnerable to attacks. Targets hit while dashing take 30% base damage and are knocked down. Targets hit with a melee attack at the end of a dash take 150% base damage.

      

      

      Titus dug in behind his shield, but it hardly mattered. The voidlord trampled right over him, knocking him to the ground to roll away, health bar flashing. Zelda was out of range of the dash, but Kaiden appeared to be the target.

      The voidlord screeched to a halt right in front of him, then swung a sword at Kaiden from either side. Kaiden used Kickback and launched backward just in time to avoid being cut into three pieces as the massive swords sliced through the air he’d been previously occupying.

      
        
        Riposte x1 gained!

        Riposte x2 gained!

      

      

      The small amount of damage from Kickback tickled at the voidlord’s health bar. Kaiden was pretty sure he saw it move, but from the looks of things when he landed, it hadn’t diminished by more than half a percent.

      Where are the critical hit areas on this guy? Head and joints like everyone else? Kaiden paused at that thought. Everyone else isn’t made out literal voidgas.

      Titus was back on his feet now and pushing the boss from behind. He arrived with a hammer strike that caught the thing’s attention. It turned and battered his shield with a sword blow.

      That was all the distraction Kaiden needed.

      He lunged forward, but the boss was ready and attacked with his other sword. By sheer product of his high dexterity, Kaiden managed to slip around the blow.

      
        
        Riposte x3 gained!

      

      

      Time to cash it in.

      With a third riposte stacked, Kaiden lashed out, aiming a hammer strike at the voidlord’s knee.

      
        
        +75% damage (Riposte x3)

        Critical hit!

        +20% damage (kneecapped)

      

      

      The blow landed with a resounding crunch and this time, the boss’ health bar definitely moved. He dropped to ninety-two percent.

      Now that’s an attack!

      The voidlord growled, then swung at him again. Kaiden ducked that attack, then spun around another.

      I might not hit that hard, but I am hard to hit.

      Riposte stacked twice and Kaiden cashed it in again, scoring a hit to the back of the voidlord’s knee.

      In his elation, Kaiden didn’t notice the sword coming for him in time. He managed to partially block the blow on his shield, which by itself filled his charge bar and overloaded his shield so that it clicked and shut off.

      Then the damage came.

      His health dropped from thirty-three percent down to eight percent. Which, functionally, might as well have been zero, because another hit like that and Titus and Zelda were going to be scraping what was left of him off the wall.

      Zelda had apparently gained enough atmospheric charge now for a couple abilities. She’d also been still long enough to trigger Sniper Mode. Now, she fired off a Paralyzing Shot. It connected with the voidlord’s chest, dropped its health to eighty-five percent, and then the creature turned to face her.

      Titus struck from behind the moment the boss’ head was turned, landing a hammer strike in the crook of its knee. Another four percent of health gone.

      They were doing about as much damage to the voidlord as the clones had been doing to them, which was a bad sign.

      The voidlord spun on Titus and attacked with both of his swords.

      
        
        Ability: Reflection

        Reflects 20% of damage absorbed by the warden’s shield back against the attacker for 10 seconds.

        Cost: 20 energy

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

      

      

      Titus caught the blows on his shield – which promptly overloaded – and the voidlord roared as twenty percent of his own damage slapped him back.

      Three percent more gone. He’s at seventy-nine now! Kaiden thought, then kicked into action.

      With a full charge bar there were a fair few things he could do. He started with Flash Bang. The voidlord was occupied with Titus for the moment, making a three-second charge time feel feasible.

      The voidlord activated Stampede Dash again and trampled Titus underfoot as he darted away. He was considerably slower this time, though, thanks to the lingering effects of Zelda’s Paralyzing Shot.

      Flash Bang detonated right as the boss reached the edge of its range. He roared and covered his eyes.

      Several lasers arced overhead as Zelda put down a field of fire. Luckily, her attacks weren’t limited to ten feet. The boss roared again, blinded and taking a constant stream of damage.

      Sixty-eight percent now.

      Kaiden activated Improved Blur next and breathed the slightest sigh of relief as his two body doubles appeared.

      With an overloaded shield and effectively no health, getting hit again would send him on a week-long vacation. But he wasn’t going to get hit, because there was no other option. If there was a definition of ‘all in,’ this was it. No backing down, no backing out. Win or lose. And not just his life in-game. They’d lose the chance to unlock Bernstein’s cipher. Would have to find a way back through the warden fleet, which, given seven days to reform, would certainly have enough ships to physically block every inch of space in front of the void tear.

      No, this was it. They had to win. Right here, right now.

      Kaiden swallowed hard, then forced himself to banish his doubts. Everything they’d done had led up to this. This was so much more than just a game. People had died to get them here. People who had been kind to them. People who had harbored them. People who had loved them. Their sacrifices couldn’t be for nothing. Wouldn’t be for nothing.

      “Okay. If we’re going to win this, we’re going to need to stack some serious effects,” Kaiden shouted, then dashed in. The boss was still blinded, which made hitting him with Enfeebling Strike easy enough.

      Next, Kaiden set to work on the voidlord’s knees, pounding away with hammer strike after hammer strike.

      
        
        Critical hit!

        +20% damage (kneecapped)

        Critical hit!

        +20% damage (kneecapped)

        Critical hit!

        +20% damage (kneecapped)

      

      

      Were this real life, he would have quickly run out of kneecaps to bust in. Thankfully, the developers hadn’t included such a mechanic and Kaiden scored repeated critical hits. The voidlord flailed and stomped backward, trying to stifle the attacks he couldn’t see coming.

      Kaiden followed, ensuring he only landed critical hits and tracking the boss’ health every step of the way.

      Fifty-four percent.

      Meanwhile, Kaiden’s passive Slayer ability restored charge with each blow, but more importantly, he was two attacks away from triggering Onslaught. Thankfully, his high dexterity meant he could rely on enough melee accuracy to land successive critical hits.

      Praise be to the dex gods, he thought.

      Then Flash Bang wore off.

      If voidspawn could laugh, Kaiden figured that was what happened as a deep, churning, gurgling noise emitted from the voidlord. It turned, able to see again, and stared down at him.

      Kaiden ignored it, though, relying on Improved Blur to keep him alive as he landed a fifth critical hit.

      
        
        Ability: Curb Stomp

        Stomp the ground with earth-splitting force. All enemies within 15 feet take 50% area of effect base damage and are knocked down.

      

      

      Improved Blur doesn’t protect from AoE damage, Kaiden thought, freezing in place. Oh, hell.

      It was too late, though. He was committed. Onslaught only triggered on six consecutive critical hits, and without another trick like Flash Bang, there was no way he was going to land those.

      The voidlord brought its foot down for Curb Stomp and Kaiden swung at its stationary knee.

      
        
        Critical hit streak (x6)

      

      

      
        
        Onslaught Mode activated.

        Current movement speed and damage are doubled for 5 seconds

      

      

      Onslaught activated, but Kaiden didn’t have time to run away. So he did the only thing he could think of: he jumped. Into the air, then on to the boss. His fingers dug into the dense, sticky flesh, and he clawed and climbed.

      Curb Stomp hit the ground and its AoE damage exploded outwards. Kaiden said a silent prayer as none of it hit him.

      Kaiden pulled himself up to the voidlord’s shoulder, conked it in the head with his hammer for a critical hit, then fell back to the ground before it could swat at him.

      Back on two feet, he sprinted away, sped along by his increased movement speed.

      “Distract him!” Kaiden shouted, putting a safe distance between him and the voidlord.

      I need to capitalize on Onslaught’s double damage, but I can’t afford to get hit.

      Titus sprang into action with a hammer strike that caught the boss’ attention. He followed it with Volt Field and electricity surged over his armor. The voidlord swung both swords into him and Titus caught the brunt of the blow. Volt Field dealt thirty percent of Titus’ base damage to the voidlord, but the voidlord’s double swords dealt far more in return.

      Titus’ health bar flashed and dropped to four percent. He was done. Out of the fight. If the boss so much as sneezed on him, he’d be gone for a week.

      “Get back!” Kaiden shouted as he darted in behind the boss. “Titus, get out of here. You can’t die!”

      “I’m the tank,” he said, gritting his teeth.

      “You’ve done your job. Now get out!”

      Titus reluctantly backed off and Kaiden tore into the voidlord with Onslaught-boosted hammer strikes. All the while, Zelda kept up her barrage of attacks. Kaiden recognized Improved Burst Arrow and Improved Scatter Shot, threaded in among a flurry of basic attacks.

      Between the three of them chipping away at him, the voidlord was down to forty percent health now – which, by Kaiden’s calculations, was still far too much.

      
        
        Ability: Stampede Dash

      

      

      Kaiden dodged to the side and a blurry image of the boss rushed past, near trampling him. Zelda continued to unload attacks into the voidlord.

      The boss spun on its heels, windmilling its arms out, and flung a piece of itself at Zelda. She moved to dodge, but Sniper Mode prevented her. A gelatinous glob of shadow the size of a car slammed into her. Her health bar flashed, then drained from thirty-eight percent to ten percent.

      “How are we supposed to beat this?” Kaiden shouted, moving considerably slower now that Onslaught had expired. The voidlord’s focus on Zelda bought him a few quick attacks, hammer-striking him in the legs and knees.

      Thirty-five percent.

      Beyond his weak attacks, though, Kaiden was out of tricks. Well, mostly. He still had the Panic Button that he’d looted from the Eternal King’s treasure chamber, but teleporting away from combat wasn’t going to help him right now. That’d just leave his friends to get killed. No, he needed something else.

      His shield was still overloaded, but even when it came back online, what could he do? He had his Matter Insubstantiator, which he’d been saving as an absolute last resort, but the boss still had thirty-five percent health. Neither the Matter Insubstantiator, nor any attack he had could deal that kind of damage. None of them did, as far as he knew.

      “We don’t hit hard enough to bring this thing down,” Kaiden said, backing away and preparing to dodge whatever the giant of a voidspawn threw at him next. As it happened, it was the same thing he’d thrown at Zelda. Kaiden dodged to the side and just got around the attack. Then he equipped the Matter Insubstantiator, ready to activate it to buy him a last resort escape if needed. But it didn’t deal damage, and that was what they needed.

      “I’ve thrown everything at this guy. I’m empty.” The realization hurt. He’d given his all and come up short. He wasn’t dead yet, but how much longer could they keep this up? They couldn’t dodge forever. Sooner or later, they’d all get picked off.

      “To the contrary, I can still deal plenty of damage,” Zelda said. Kaiden looked over at her and frowned.

      What?

      She smiled.

      “I’m terrifying, remember?”

      Huh? What does… oh. It took him a minute, but then the realization hit. Inferno Shot, her newest ability. It was like a handheld nuke!

      “That… that could work,” he said, trying to think it over while not getting crushed by the voidlord.

      “It just might,” she said, then fired an Improved Kinetic Grenade.

      The voidlord caught it in the face and bent away, clawing at the fire clinging to the edge of its gaseous form.

      “I’ll need seven seconds to charge it,” she said. “Get me that time!”

      “On it—"

      He was interrupted as the voidlord roared and tried another Curb Stomp. Kaiden scored a critical hit with a last-minute hammer strike, then slipped out of the area of effect and kept moving, putting distance between himself and the boss.

      Titus and Zelda were together on the far side of the room, while he and the voidlord were on the opposite. Zelda was charging Inferno Shot already. She had her hammer-rifle pointed at the voidlord and was holding it steady as what appeared to be a floating hunk of metal began to glow just beyond her barrel.

      Kaiden turned and ran, leading the boss away to buy her time.

      Or so he thought, until he looked and saw it had abandoned him and was charging straight for Zelda. With the size of its strides it was covering the distance in no time. It would be on her any moment.

      Kaiden checked the charge he’d gained from Slayer.

      Forty-five. More than enough to activate Lightspeed.

      Time seemed to slow as Kaiden accelerated. He focused on the boss and dug in, sprinting as fast as he could. What he was going to do when he got there, he didn’t have any idea. Distract it, hopefully. Likely get killed, but buy Zelda enough time to fire Inferno Shot.

      Except, he realized too late, he wasn’t going to make it. The voidlord was already on her, was raising its swords, preparing to slash her to pieces.

      “Zelda! Run!” Kaiden shouted, but even as he did, he knew it was futile. She was in Sniper Mode. She couldn’t just break out of it. It took a full five seconds to transition in or out of it.

      She’s going to die, Kaiden realized. She’s going to die and we’re going to lose our best damage dealer. We can’t win this fight without her.

      Apparently, Titus had the same idea.

      His energy lasso flared to life as he activated Energy Grip, then latched on to the voidlord. Titus pulled, but made no headway. The boss was too big to move. His sword strokes fell.

      And came down short of Zelda, swishing the air around her and splitting the ground not a foot in front of her instead. Titus hadn’t been able to move the voidlord back, but he had been able to root him in place. Now, however, he was making progress. Because the voidlord had turned on him, was raising his swords again.

      Inferno Shot looked fully charged, the hunk of metal on the end of Zelda’s hammer now glowing molten red and spinning in place.

      “Inferno Shot hits allies too!” Zelda shouted, holding back the attack.

      “Do it!” Titus said, fighting to hold the voidlord in place. “Fire!”

      “Titus, no—” Kaiden began, but Zelda didn't hesitate.

      She let Inferno Shot fly.

      
        
        Ability: Inferno Shot

        Inferno Shot: You fire an explosive, superheated blast that ignores 50% of the target’s armor. Deals 3x base damage to all targets in range (allies included). Takes 7 seconds to charge (must be stationary).

        Cost: 70 charge

        Cooldown: none

      

      

      The superheated piece of metal on the end of Zelda’s hammer-rifle burst forward with the force of a warhead. It slammed into the voidlord, then Titus, as if launched from a railgun. The boss roared one last time – a roar that devolved into a screaming chittering as Inferno Shot tore it to pieces. Titus disappeared silently, but as he did, Kaiden swore he saw the flicker of a smile.

      The superheated blast burned through both of them. The boss caught fire, then tipped over backward. One last scream left its lips as its health bar emptied to zero and it collapsed in a molten, hissing pile of ooze.

      
        
        Voidlord assisted kill – 8,000 EXP gained!

        Party member killed!

      

      

      
        
        Quest Complete: Null and Void

        Stage 3:  Destroy the voidlord

        Reward: 15,000 EXP, 10,000 credits

      

      

      An almost physical pain struck Kaiden as he saw the notification. Titus had sacrificed himself. But there was no time to process. For the act to mean anything, they had to complete Bernstein’s quest: complete the cipher.

      The voidlord was dead, but apparently he wasn’t out of tricks just yet. The bubbling, oozing mass of his corpse broke into pieces. Pieces which then formed themselves into a swarm of voidspawn.

      “He just doesn’t die,” Kaiden said, shaking his head. “We don’t have the health for another fight.”

      “No, he’s dead,” Zelda said, breaking into a sprint across the room. “We completed the quest.” And she was right. The door hiding the geocache opened as she approached, tissue and muscle retracting to reveal a treasure chamber beyond. Zelda snatched all the loot inside, paused for a moment over the geocache, then turned and sprinted back.

      “I screenshotted the password. Let’s go!”

      The voidspawn had risen up now, were looking around. They spotted the duo, then surged forward.

      “Back to the ship!” Kaiden shouted, then ran.
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      Thorne was logged off and out of her pod not a moment after Moran finished his thinly veiled threat. Normally, it would have taken considerably more than that to shake her, but she’d seen what had happened to Zelda’s parents. To the captured rebels.

      Is this the true face of the Party? Or just a rot within it?

      She didn’t know, didn’t have time to find out or organize her thoughts. All she knew was that she was in very real danger. They knew where she lived, of course, and no doubt a high-ranking Party official like Moran would have access to her apartment’s security codes. He could have remotely deactivated her alarm. Someone could already be knocking at her door and she wouldn’t have a clue.

      She needed to leave, and quick. Needed to disappear, off the radar, until she could figure out what was happening.

      Until she figured out how much danger she was in.

      A month ago, she never would have believed such a blatant abuse of power was possible – the Party, the world, was supposed to be better than that now – but apparently, she’d been naive. She’d always known a certain amount of force was necessary to maintain the peace. She’d even been okay with it. The Party had only done it for the betterment of society. One day, there’d be no more need for such force. One day, the world would finish recovering from the Great Test. But with Moran and whoever he was working with at the helm, she suddenly feared that day would never come. He wasn’t interested in anything beyond personal power.

      Perhaps she’d been naive in her trust of others, but never in her preparedness for an emergency. Old habits died hard and she’d kept her ‘bug-out’ bag ever since the days of the war. Back then, you never knew when your area was going to be the target of the next bombing campaign, or when you would be redeployed for duty. Everyone with any sense had kept essential documents, some credits, clothes, and food for a week tucked away in a backpack.

      Thorne removed the fake panel in her closet, grabbed the bag, and made for the door.

      Except… was the door safe? She paused mid-step.

      The fire escape?

      Or would they be watching that, too? Was anyone even watching, or was she jumping at ghosts?

      Better safe than sorry.

      She turned her oven on, then shoved it full of paper, clothes, and anything else flammable. In minutes, it caught fire. Smoke poured from it and the building-wide fire alarm went off moments later, screeching so loudly it left her ears ringing.

      Fire suppression foam poured from the ceiling, aimed at extinguishing the flames, but it was a rudimentary system. No one put real protective measures in a cheap apartment building like this. The gel fell around the apartment, covering everything, but it did a bad job of getting inside the oven. The flames burned on.

      Stomping feet and panicking voices passed in the hallway. The other units, following evacuation protocol. Thorne waited until the hallway was thick with her neighbors, then joined them, slipping into the flood of panicked humanity.

      If there was anyone watching for her, they were going to have a difficult time now.

      The elevators automatically deactivated and everyone flowed toward the stairs. Thorne kept her head down, making herself as small as possible, and followed the flow.

      Her badge rang and Thorne ripped it from her chest, making to throw it away. She paused when she saw who the message was from. Hernandez, her old war companion.

      Her badge translated his message to text and projected it in front of her. She stumbled and tripped over the people around her as she tried to walk and read, but for the most part, the crowd carried her along. She couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to.

      Thorne, it’s Hernandez, his message read. I think I’ve found them. Yeah, yeah. I know what you’re thinking. Am I sure? No, not quite. But I double- and triple-checked it -- just like you taught me back in the day – and things look likely. No guarantees, of course, but I’m attaching their coordinates to this message. If it’s them, I want you to take the credit for their capture. It’s the least I can do. But when this is all done, I think the next round of drinks is on you, yeah?

      Thorne downloaded the location to her personal handheld console, then tossed the badge away. If the Party wanted her, they’d be tracking the badge. Thankfully, she’d taken steps to keep her personal handheld console off the radar. Hopefully they’d worked.

      Can I trust Hernandez? The thought hit her as the ramifications of his message settled in. He’d found the fugitives. A day ago, she would have shouted in joy, would have near broken down in relief. But now, she wasn’t so sure.

      Is this a trap?

      But no. It couldn’t be. Or likely wasn’t. If Moran wanted her, he’d just send a team to her apartment. From what she’d seen, there was no doubt he had the power to do that. Why bother setting a trap?

      No, this was legit. It had to be. She’d always trusted Hernandez before and there was no reason not to now.

      Finally, she had the location of Kaiden and his friends. The real-world location. This was what she’d been searching for all of this time, the grand prize.

      Maybe she’d just had her life threatened by one of the highest-ranking officials in the Party; maybe she’d also just lost her job and was likely on the fast track to becoming a fugitive; but none of that was going to stop her.

      She’d a job to do. And now, for the first time since she’d considered it so long ago, she wondered if maybe, just maybe, the data on the cipher held more than Moran wanted her to know.
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      The pilot put the Veritas II in full thrust as they exploded out of the leviathan broodmother. It hadn’t wanted to open its mouth, but a volley of turret fire had fixed that.

      “Head toward the void tear,” Kaiden said, pointing at the cosmic hole they’d come in through. “We can escape in the battlefield chaos. They won’t be expecting us to risk that mess… probably.”

      “Good thinking,” Zelda said, holding on to the back of Acton’s seat as they flew through voidspace. Kaiden had traded her the Bernstein cipher and now she was using the last geocache password to unlock it.

      “Any luck?” Kaiden asked, holding on to the pilot’s seat as the ship pulled a hard turn toward the nearest void tear.

      “It’s unlocked,” she said, eyes distant as she no doubt navigated a series of windows only she could see. “I’m downloading the contents now. This database is massive.”

      “Download it and take it out of Nova,” Kaiden said, though he didn’t need to. They’d talked about this moment before. Had speculated the cipher contained a database. Taking it offline was the first step to protecting it – and buying them the time they needed to see what it contained.

      “Incoming!” the pilot shouted. “Brace for impact!”

      Killing the leviathan broodmother had, apparently, not been taken well by the voidspawn. The space around them had changed into a violent, chaotic frenzy. All of the leviathans’ mouths were open, and now legions of voidspawn were hurtling out of them. They looked like space debris from afar, until they slammed into the hull of the Veritas II and woke up.

      “They’re all over the hull,” the pilot reported. “Trying to get in.”

      “Can they?” Acton asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let’s see how tight their grip is,” Kaiden said, then fell back into a seat and strapped in as they approached the void tear. Zelda did the same.

      The Veritas II hit the void tear at a breakneck pace and the world went dark. When it loaded back in, they were surrounded by chaos. On all sides, ships burned or exploded, crashed or launched torpedoes. Apparently, the dark turen and Warden Corps hadn’t been getting along well.

      “This is hell,” Kaiden mumbled, looking at the devastation. “We need to get out of here before anyone notices us.”

      “Downloaded!” Zelda cheered. “We’re clear. I have the file and transferred it to my headset’s offline storage. We can pull it from there once we’re out of game.”

      For the first time in what felt too long, Kaiden let himself smile.

      “We have it. Holy shit. We have Bernstein’s database.” He turned to the first officer. “Acton, get the ship to safety. Somewhere out of the way where no one will find us.”

      “Of course, Captain,” he said, setting a course. “Then what shall we do?”

      “Wait,” Kaiden said as he clicked on the button to log off. “We’ll be back soon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kaiden pulled his VR headset off to find Titus right up in his face.

      “You did it?” the big man asked, clearly dying from anticipation. “Tell me you did it?”

      Kaiden let a small smile slip onto his face.

      “We did it.”

      He still couldn’t believe it himself. The thought left him full-on smiling like an idiot.

      Maybe they were living out of a van, fugitives from the law, and subsisting on borrowed junk food, but they had Bernstein’s database. The information he’d given his life to protect. After everything, they had it.

      “Downloading it to a backup hard drive,” Zelda reported, working at her headset. “Once it’s there, I’ll make copies. One for each of us, then a few more to hide away for safekeeping. Then we have to sort through it all. See everything Bernstein compiled. Then—”

      “Zelda,” Kaiden said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “There’s so much to do. So much work still ahead. But just for a minute, just for right now, let’s appreciate the moment. We won.”

      She paused what she was doing to look up at him. Her lips twitched as she fought a smile. Finally, she gave in and it stretched across her face. A light illuminated her eyes like he hadn’t seen in weeks.

      “We did,” she said with a nod. “Yes, we did.”

      For a moment, they stood like that, simply reveling in the moment. In victory. After everything, they’d finally made it.

      But there was still so much more to do.

      “Okay, enough celebration,” Zelda said.

      “Oh, no. That’s nowhere near enough celebration,” Titus said, barraging Kaiden with high fives. “We need to celebrate this proper-like.”

      “What we need to do is ensure the safety of this database. And find out what’s in it,” Zelda said, distracted now as she worked on her handheld console, flipping through the contents of the database.

      “It’s... it’s all here,” she said, flipping through files all the faster. “Everything Bernstein and I worked on, and more. In fact, a lot more. He was busy after we split ways. He’s got... everything. Evidence of corruption, of accepting bribes from the gangs. Abuse of power, illegal arrests. Murder...” She stopped, then swallowed hard. “Murder of dissidents and their families. Just like what happened to my parents.” She swallowed again, then shook her head.

      “This is the jackpot. Everything we need to expose the Party’s injustice. And look, Bernstein was already making plans to use it. He has contacts listed, sympathetic individuals, friends. People who can help get this out there. But... huh. That’s funny.” Her brow scrunched up.

      “What?” Kaiden asked, moving toward her and trying to get a better view of the handheld’s screen.

      “He had a plan, but it’s a strange one. I don’t understand…” She trailed off. “Oh, well. Here’s a message from him. ‘You’re probably wondering why I made you do all that,’” she said, reading the file name.

      “Damn right I am!” Titus said. “And the answer better not be ‘because I thought it’d be funny.’”

      “Don’t wait!” Kaiden said. “Play the message.”

      Zelda moved to click play.

      The doors to the back of the van burst open.
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      Sunlight streamed into the van, blinding Kaiden and silhouetting the newcomer, but still, there was no mistaking her.

      Thorne. She’d found them.

      “No one do anything rash,” she said, raising a pistol clear for them to see, before throwing a glance off to one side of the van. Probably nodding to her fellow officers or something. How many of them were out there? Kaiden focused on Thorne’s gun as she spared a glance to the other side of the van’s exterior. Could he take it from her? Buy enough time for them to start the engine and peel out?

      If he messed up, if he was too slow, she’d shoot him. Or the other officers would. The thought paralyzed Kaiden and by the time he pushed past it, the moment was gone. Thorne’s full focus was on them. Then, out of nowhere, she climbed into the van and closed the doors behind her.

      Titus made a move to tackle her but she froze him in place by whipping her gun up and pressing the barrel to his chest.

      “Do you know how long I’ve looked for you three?” she said, pushing the big man back toward them. “What I’ve gone through to find you?”

      Titus growled and Kaiden settled for clenching his fist so tight it shook. If only he had a tire iron, or better yet, his hammer to bash her with. She’d given up the advantage of range by coming into the van. Her gun wouldn’t be as useful here—

      What was he thinking? He wasn’t a soldier. Not in real life.

      “I’ve done nothing but look for you, and now, here you are. Hiding in a van in plain sight. It’s not even clever, much less effective,” Thorne said, taunting them. “Just be glad I’m the one who found you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Kaiden spat. “You Party thugs are all the same. Liars. Criminals. Murderers.”

      Thorne shook her head, looking genuinely sad for a moment. She locked her eyes on Zelda.

      “We’ll talk about your parents soon.”

      She knows about Zelda’s parents? But of course she knew. She’d probably organized the bombing in the first place.

      Thorne looked around the van, then shook her head. “This setup will never do. It’s far too obvious. And whoever installed the shielding on this thing did a terrible job. I picked up your signature from across the parking lot.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Kaiden saw Zelda easing something behind her back. Thorne frowned at him, then looked over to Zelda.

      “Bernstein’s database. You unlocked the cipher?” She seemed surprised. Probably amazed they’d been able to do what she hadn’t.

      “What’s in it? What was he after that started this whole mess?”

      “You know damn well what he was after,” Zelda snarled. “The truth. Justice. To expose the lies and abuses of the Party.”

      Thorne sighed.

      “Yeah, figured that. I wish he’d have come to me first. Maybe we could have avoided this whole thing. Or maybe Werner would have found him. Perhaps it’s better this way.” She flicked the safety of her pistol to the ‘on’ position. “I didn’t come to arrest you,” she said, then tucked the weapon back into its holster under her arm.

      Wait, what?

      Kaiden felt his mouth fall open. She hadn’t come to arrest them? That had to be a lie, right? But what was she playing at?

      “I’m sort of surprising myself, too. But I was hired to do a job: to protect the people and uphold the values of the Party. When I set out to do something, I see it through. Even if that means going against the Party itself. If the data you have proves what I think it does – that they themselves now abuse those values I vowed to uphold – then perhaps it’s time for a change in management.”

      Thorne took a deep breath, held it for a moment, then shrugged.

      “So, let’s talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hello again, Alex Knight here. If you’re reading this, then you’ve finished Renegade: Nova Online #2! I hope you’ve enjoyed it. I put a massive amount of time, energy, and passion into it and cannot overstate how grateful I am you gave it a read!

      

        

      
        If you’d like to continue your adventures in the world of Nova Online, I’m more than happy to offer you a free bonus novellete, Survivors: Nova Online. As well, included with the novellete is 30,000 more words of LitRPG stories from some of my fellow authors at Portal Books. They’re all very talented folks who are creating some amazing stuff. You can find Survivors: Nova Online and the rest of the free story bundle here:

      

      

      

      https://portal-books.com/sign-up

      

      Plug in your email on the landing page and Portal Books will get  you  download link for the bundle straight away!

      

      By signing up you’ll also be the first to hear about the next epic instalment of NOVA Online as well as other LitRPG titles such as:

      
        
        Bone Dungeon by Jonathan Smidt

        God of Gnomes by L. M. Hughes

        Mastermind: Titan Online by Steven Kelliher

        Battle Spire by Michael R. Miller

        Aether Frontier by Scott McCoskey

        Dungeons of Strata by Graeme Penman

        Cryoknight by Tim Johnson

      

      

      
        
        I also have something of a favor to ask. Reviews make a huge difference to authors. More reviews means more readers will discover my books, which gives me the support I need to dedicate more time to my writing.

      

        

      
        If you’ve enjoyed Renegade: Nova Online #1, it would mean the world to me if you would consider leaving a rating and a short review on Amazon or Goodreads. I love hearing from my readers and this is a direct way for you to send me feedback!

      

      

      

      For those of you that want to discuss my books further, you can check out the Portal Books Facebook group: 

      
        
        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGPortal/

      

      

      

      For more general discussions about the genre, these groups may be useful to you.

      

      
        
        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/

      

      

      Thank you again for taking a chance on my book. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I did writing it!

      

      
        
        Keep grinding,

      

        

      
        Alex Knight
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      Portal Books will release many new titles this year - it’s going to be a big one.

      

      A title we’re incredibly proud of is Occultist: Saga Online, a fantasy LitRPG with a unique summoning class, hilarious imps and a prickly vampire. So, join Damien as he attempts to take down the biggest streamer in Saga Online in order to win a contest and save his mother’s life.

      

      You can get it on Kindle Unlimited and on Audible.

      

      Also out now is Battle Spire: A Crafting LitRPG Book. Battle Spire is a meeting of World of Warcraft and Die Hard, using crunchy LitRPG mechanics with a heavy focus on crafting.  

      

      It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      We also have our first Dungeon Core, Bone Dungeon!

      

      “Reborn as a dark dungeon, Ryan was happy defeating adventurers with undead minions. Then a necromancer arrived, and un-life got a whole lot harder…”

      

      It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio will follow soon from Soundbooth Theater!
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      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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