
ANARCHATE VIGILANTE

Book Four of the Vigilante series


Table of Contents

Title Page

By T. Jackson King

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The End

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

PRAISE FOR T. JACKSON KING’S BOOKS

By T. Jackson King

Other King Novels

Touch Team (forthcoming), Alien Vigilante (forthcoming), The Memory Singer (2014), Alien Assassin (2014), Anarchate Vigilante (2014), Galactic Vigilante (2013), Nebula Vigilante (2013), Speaker To Aliens (2013), Galactic Avatar (2013), Stellar Assassin (2013), Retread Shop (2012, 1988), Star Vigilante (2012), The Gaean Enchantment (2012), Little Brother’s World (2010), Judgment Day And Other Dreams (2009), Ancestor’s World (1996).

Dedication

To my son, Keith Eric King, Special Agent, Office of Special Investigations, USAF (ret.), who put his life on the line daily during three combat tours in the Middle East and in many other countries around the world which cannot be named due to security considerations.

Acknowledgments

First thanks go to my two beta readers, Alicia Solomon and Mia McLeod, for their work on this and other novels. Also, the military SF stories of David Drake, a true veteran of a major war, have been the inspiration for this and other Vigilante novels.

ANARCHATE VIGILANTE

© 2014 T. Jackson King

This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this novel are either fictitious or are used fictitiously. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except for brief quotations for review purposes only.

Cover design by T. Jackson King; cover image by Philcold/Felipe Frias Jimenez via Dreamstime license; back image of Carina Nebula, courtesy of Hubble Space Telescope

Second Edition

Published by T. Jackson King, Los Alamos, NM 87544

http://www.tjacksonking.com/

ISBN 10:  978-1-61720-661-0

ISBN 13:  1-61720-661-X

Printed in the United States of America

CHAPTER ONE

The only reason to let genome slavers live is the chance you can free their captives. Human or Alien, Matt would hold his laser fire if he could free even one captive. So far, he and Mata Hari the AI had learned of three captives at an asteroid base where slaver starships came for ‘rest and recreation’, according to NavCore data files they had recovered from dead ships after the Alkalurops beacon battle. Matt and his fellow cyborgs Eliana, George and Suzanne had all donned combat suits and pretended to be a slaver crew from distant Omega Centauri cluster in Norma Arm. This base inside the Ring Nebula M57 lay just 2,300 light years from Earth, at the juncture of the Orion Arm with the Sagittarius Arm. In what the Anarchate called Sector 13. Leaving the shelter of shuttle Ariadne, the four of them marched toward the landing dock’s large archway that gave access to the asteroid’s interior. 

But being among slavers like those who’d captured his Mom, Dad and four sisters made him want to spit. Suit binged at him. “Matthew,” said Suit’s Tactical CPU, “coating Faceplate with spittle will interfere with your ability to perceive in the yellow light spectrum. Please refrain.”

The thud of Suit’s heavy boots against the metal of the landing dock came to Matt as a reminder of their mission. “Understood. Will refrain from interfering with your precious sensors!”

In his mind and over the tachlink node implanted behind his left ear, Matt heard Mata Hari chuckle like the ancient World War I spy she pretended to be. The red cloud of her mindsense hovered on the periphery of his mental awareness, along with the mindimages of his lover Eliana, her precog mind-sister Suzanne and black-bearded George of the wrestler’s build, his first combat ally beyond starship Mata Hari and its T’Chak AI BattleMind.

“Matt,” mused the soft voice of Mata Hari, “the task ahead requires concentration, not emotion. Remember our discussion before we arrived at the heliopause of this nebula and chose to assume a slaver ID for each ship of Hexagon Prime?”

He remembered. Months after arriving in Morrigan system and dropping off the 131 slaver captives rescued in the giant battle at Intel Base 14 near the Crab Nebula, they had chosen to go after this cloneslaver base in Sector 13. With just eight ships. The other 494 ships of Cloud Fleet had split into ten cohorts and headed off to attack other Anarchate and slaver bases in the five spiral arms of Milky Way galaxy. This asteroid base had been the source for the 11 slaver starships that held the captives at Intel Base 14. Until Matt and his Cloud Fleet had attacked and destroyed every starship, Assault asteroid, antimatter-filled Supply Tube and the thousands of Remotes that Sector Captain Yorkel had seeded in the Intel system. His opponents were now either stellar plasma or minute black holes. While the 131 captives were alive and free. Freedom for every cloneslave and the stopping of cloneslavery and bondServitude were the objectives of his war on the Anarchate. A war that required him to be less emotional than normal for a Human. Let alone a Human who had lost his mother, father and four sisters to a slaver starship 15 years ago.

“I remember our Battle Council.” In his mind Matt felt the mindsense of his three cyborg battlemates and Mata Hari, the emotional artificial intelligence, or AI. “When do we emit the Spy Eyes, Snoopers and limpet complinks?”

“After we enter the occupied spaces of this base,” said Mata Hari, filling his mind with a three dee graphic of the elongated spheroid that was the asteroid, its internal levels and fusion reactors highlighted in purple even as the red bodyheat images of nearby lifeforms filled the left quadrant of Faceplate.

“Everyone, set your suit on Threat Alert, but leave it to me or Mata Hari to trigger any weapon use.”

“Agreed, Matthew,” muttered George in his Irish brogue, his deep baritone voice sounding tense.

“Of course,” murmured Eliana in a rich contralto even as her mind-sister Suzanne said “Of course” at almost the same second.

Matt grinned to himself. This slaver base was used to seeing lifeforms clothed in some kind of combat suit. But two women with the mental ability to ‘see the near future’, as Eliana and Suzanne could, was a surprise he planned to use against anyone who sought to block their mission of finding the living captives. Then they would return to their T’Chak starships for the final destruction of this base and the 22 slaver ships that floated nearby. Sinking into the multi-spectral vision of Suit and its millimeter ranging radar, Matt focused on the Solink avian who hovered in its vacsuit at the archway. The leathery-winged, yellow-beaked and red-crested avian held an AllCall datapad in one of its winghands, its attention focused on their approach.

“Welcome, fellow Trade beings,” its vacsuit called to them in Belizel click speech. “Your personal comlink IDs? Your medium of exchange for our services?”

Matt PET image-thought to Suit, ordering it to emit their first names, basic Human bio-data, and the ship name Descartes to the datapad held by the avian. “Data is transmitted to your device, winged one. We crew members of ship Descartes are in need of food, rest, recreation and entertainment.” He paused and gestured for George to lift a sealed bag that had become heavy the moment they all entered the gravplate field of the landing dock. “We bring 1,100 platinum Standards to pay for our . . . requirements. Satisfactory?”

The brown wings of the Solink avian drew a little apart within its transparent vacsuit. “Very satisfactory, good lifeforms of . . . the Human species.” The avian’s two blue eyes glanced down at the datapad, then fixed on Matt’s face as his Faceplate also turned transparent. “Yours is a Newcomer species, yes?”

Beside him the white ceramic combat suits of George, Eliana and Suzanne came to a stop as Matt stopped in front of the Solink alien. His three battlemates turned away from the avian and assumed an All Surround battle cordon, their laser Magnums pointed in multiple directions. Their shoulder laser pulse-cannons also hunted for targets among the other ships and vacsuited lifeforms present in the dock. “We are a Newcomer species. Our Corporate State is friendly with the Anarchate. We know how to do business. And how to work out alternate business solutions. Do you require a personal reminder of our versatility?”

The vacsuited avian floated away from the four of them. Until the metal wall of the dock chamber stopped it. Its pointed beak clicked in hurried Belizel. “No reminder is needed! Simply deposit your Standards on the Incoming Pedestal just inside the archway and proceed inward to enjoy our services. Flightless bipeds are as welcome here as are any Solink.” The avian paused as its blue eyes looked beyond at his three combat ready battlemates. “Please?”

Matt smiled, showing his white teeth. So did George, Suzanne and Eliana as they holstered their Magnums and followed after Matt as he entered the archway, dropped the bag of Standards on the pedestal, then followed blinking ultraviolet light emitters down the ship-wide tubeway. A meter into the tubeway he felt the brush against Suit of an inertial field that kept the oxy-nitro air inside the tubeway and away from the airless landing dock.

“Now?” he queried Mata Hari.

“One minute. Emit the sensors just after we enter the Arrival Hall,” Mata Hari said as her mindcloud became a solid holo to his right, portraying a female Spy who wore a black vacsuit similar to that worn by Eliana long ago in Hagonar Station. “My little envoys will find the datalink broadcast emitters, the central Control Mind of the base, and the places where air and water are delivered. The captives are likely held in a place with atmosphere.”

Eliana’s mindsense expressed anger as they approached a large domed hall that held nearly 50 Alien lifeforms of various species, each moving, walking, flying or floating off on various errands. “Slavers! To think they need R and R! They capture living beings for the purpose of making clones of people for sale on the interstellar market. Matt, I am eager to do violence to these . . . these entities.”

“Me too,” whispered golden-haired Suzanne as she reached over to hold the gauntlet hand of her lifemate George. 

Matt pushed the memory of his captive family to the back of his mind. “Agreed. But we are here for three reasons only. To free captives from these slavers. To search the base Control Mind for captive vidimages, captive numbers and planets hit by every slaver starship that has visited this base. And to buy food supplies. Once this is done, we depart to our ships, then we wager among ourselves as to who gets the honor of destroying this pest hole!”

George’s image at one side of his Faceplate grinned, then turned serious. “That is in the future. This is here and now. What next?”

Matt scanned the mental three dee holo of the base as supplemented by the avian’s ‘map to entertainments’ emitted by his datapad to Suit. At the top of the asteroid there loomed a clear dome that sheltered skyrise towers marked as ‘luxury habitats’, while in the middle were levels for oxy-nitro, methane and chlorine breathers. Those levels held food dispensaries and the Alien version of brothels that were both virtual and flesh-real. The Arrival Hall level they now entered had four side tunnels leading to diverse locations. He pointed at the far right side tunnel. 

“We’re on Level Two. We head for that tunnel to find a supplies merchant,” Matt said, his boots clanking on the gravplate floor of the hall. “Release our Spy Eyes, complinks and Snoopers so Mata Hari can locate the captives.”

“About time!” muttered George, his brogue sounding impatient.

A few nearby Aliens, dressed in their own version of combat suits, moved away from the sudden flutter of tiny ornithopters that sped away quickly from the four of them. Their podeyes, sensor stalks and sonar horns focused on Matt’s group a moment, then the Aliens resumed going about their business.

Eliana moved up beside him as they walked through the crowded hall. “Matt, why is everyone so casual about our combat suits and the release of the Snoopers?”

He stayed focused on the multiple visual and sensor inputs given him by Suit even as he looked into the beautiful green eyes of Eliana, her albino-white expression visible behind her own faceplate. “First, our ship IDs come from slaver ship records that were destroyed when BattleMind vaporized the Commerce Station in Omega Centauri cluster. So the death of those ships is unknown here. Second reason is greed. Third reason is that everyone is expected to arrive armed for self-defense with little sensor units swarming around as a kind of ‘alert field’.” Putting thought to action Matt had Suit scan the tunnel as they entered, the right side of Faceplate showing red bodyheat images for organics and purple blobs for servebots and active Mech devices. “The avian entry guard did not object to the nuke rockets in our suit backpacks, which tells me other lifeforms here also are prepared for serious combat. So we are just a ‘normal group’ of slavers, by their standards.”

Suzanne’s armored hand touched his left arm. “Matthew, I precog sense that there will be major violence when we attempt to leave with the captives. And beyond that I sense—”

“Go no further with your sensing than the next hour,” Matt cautioned the Swedish woman over the suit comlinks. “No need for you to perceive the mind-deaths of hundreds of lifeforms.”

“Agreed,” she sighed as they left the rampway tunnel and entered a large globular hall with multiple levels that rose to its rocky ceiling. 

“Matt,” called George from the point position of their group. “How about that Supply counter over there?”

Wishing he could be in ocean-time superfast thinking mode, where his mind split into hundreds of attention segments, Matt turned part of his attention to a low counter that fronted a side alcove crowded with boxes, tubes, sparkly stuff and the bodyshape of a Brokeet alien, its giant ant form taking note of their arrival.

“That place will do. Let me handle this. The rest of you go on All Surround, please.”

Their mental agreement came to Matt by way of the tachlink node implanted in everyone, while Mata Hari’s mindsense flowed to him over the fiber optic cable that socketed into the back of his neck. Part of being a cyborg were in-body implants like the tachlink node, nanoDocs, heart upgrades, multi-spectral vision and Herculean strength. With Mata Hari’s mindsense came the all-encompassing ‘feel’ of his two kilometer long starship, a place filled with tech marvels he was still getting used to. Matt looked directly at the globular head of the Brokeet and fixed on its two bulging eyes.

“Greetings,” he said in Belizel thanks to Suit’s automatic translation ability. “We require DL-chirality food items for delivery to our shuttle in the landing dock. Do you possess animal body parts and the new aphrodisiac known as chocolate? From the Human homeworld?”

The golden-yellow chitin skin of the two meter tall Brokeet flickered under the chamber’s yellow-white radiators. Its four arms, with one pair at the waist and a second pair at the ant’s version of shoulders, spread wide as if in welcome. “Yes,” the Alien clicked in harsh Belizel. “We have flash-frozen canisters of quadruped animal meat, some with bones in them. The meat is DL chirality sourced.” The Brokeet, who stood on two arthropod legs behind the low counter, gestured with one arm toward a nearby pillar stacked with small grey tins. “The Human food known as chocolate has arrived recently. It is very rare. And very much in demand by most oxy-nitro breathers of DL chirality evolution. How much do you require?”

Matt’s hunger for grilled steaks had grown the farther they traveled away from the Irish colony world of Morrigan and its herds of heifers and steers. But chocolate was essential for the personal happiness of his women pilots like Sarah Vasiliades, Suzanne and Eliana. On his mental periphery he sensed the intense attention of those strong women. He smiled at the hard-skinned arthropod.

“Two kilos of chocolate,” he said. “And ten kilos of meat animal body parts.”

The Brokeet merchant hiss-clicked in what seemed a surprise reaction. “That much chocolate? A kilo of such a popular product is—”

“How much?”

“One hundred twenty platinum Standards per kilo,” clicked the Brokeet.

“Outrageous!” said George in Matt’s mind even as his three allies worked with Mata Hari to maintain an All Surround defense while he spent slow human time on food purchasing.

“Agreed,” Matt said in Belizel to the Brokeet. “The cost for the meat body parts?”

“Thirty-seven platinum Standards.”

Matt showed his own datapad to the Brokeet. “Displayed here is my account code for Standards deposited on our arrival at the dock. Copy and deduct 277 platinum Standards from the account.”

The Brokeet’s lower arm pair lifted its own datapad to vidimage the code. “Your business is highly appreciated. Delivery will be made to what location?”

“Our shuttle Ariadne, located in the landing dock chamber. Here is the image and arrival ID of the shuttle,” Matt said as Suit told Matt’s datapad to display an image of Ariadne. “And one more thing.”

“Yes?” clicked the Brokeet as it looked up from its own datapad. 

“If my account is debited for any amount greater than we agreed, I will come looking for you.” Matt ordered Suit to aim his right shoulder laser pulse-cannon at the giant ant, fixing its green targeting laser between the alien’s two large eyes. “My upset will become your . . . departure from the living. Understood?”

“Understood!” harshly-clicked the Brokeet as it backed away, then stood behind the display pillar stacked with chocolate tins. “Uh, your chocolate and meat products will be delivered immediately. Or sooner!”

“Good. Immediate delivery is satisfactory.” Matt turned away from the Brokeet after Suit verified the store had no hidden or stealthed weaponry aimed at him and his allies. “Mata Hari, any word on the captives?”

“Yes Matthew,” she said over their joint mindlink. “Three of my limpet complinks have tied into the fiber optic cables that enter the base’s Control Mind. Up on Level Four. I’ve decrypted the simple encoding. From the data downloaded into the Control Mind by the 22 visiting slaver ships, the three captives arrived aboard ship Medontoktic. One of them is human. They are being held twenty meters above us on Level Four, in a group cell guarded by a Combat Mech and a ship crewperson. A Spelidon ‘rat’, I believe you call the species. Your decision?”

“Lead us to the cell, but take us along routes normally used by visiting slavers,” Matt said, picking up his stride even as he fought back the urge to go to Nullgrav flight. “What is the Offense readout for this base?”

The minds of George, Eliana and Suzanne each drew closer in their shared mind communion. Mata Hari fed them the data over their tachlinks. “Matt, there are twenty-one combat suited Guardians in the employ of the base managers. There are sixteen Combat Mechs with Nullgrav floater ability. Plus ten tracked Mechs with artillery level laser cannons. Every place with air has the usual vidimage monitors that feed real-time imagery to both the Control Mind and to three lifeforms serving duty in their Control Station up top, in one of the skyrises. The Control Station has full ecofield control over the entire asteroid.”

Suzanne’s pale Nordic face fixed on Matt in their mindlink. Her hazel eyes showed worry as she sat atop the green grass that bordered the pond in the Park habitat of his starship. It was a mental venue popular among his fellow cyborgs. Beside Suzanne sat George and Eliana, each person wearing their normal attire. And Mata Hari the AI wore her chainmail Lady of the Sword fighting outfit. All five of them were ready for battle.

“Matthew,” said Suzanne softly. “We cannot be trapped inside this asteroid. We are outnumbered. No one is paying us attention at the moment. But as soon as we free the captives, the Control Station will have our images and will send Mechs after us. Plus they may order shuttle assaults on our fake slaver ships. How do we fight on multiple fronts?”

In external real-time Matt turned to the right and began climbing a ramp that led upward. “Mata Hari, do you have any white noise Remotes in orbit around this base? Any control over reactor power outputs? Any—”

“Yes Matthew,” said the slim, black-haired AI who had recruited him to be her organic Vigilante seven years ago, as she stood next to the mind-gathered crowd. “There are three Remotes able to block maser and standard radio emissions from this base. Four of my Snoopers are monitoring the two fusion plants that power all devices on this asteroid. And I have several explosive-laden Remotes hugging the rim of the topside dome. They can create dome breaches and a drop in air pressure. That drop will cause emergency airlocks to close. Thereby inhibiting movement by station managers and devices. Any further guidance?”

Matt gave mental thanks for Mata Hari’s ability to ‘read’ his mind and his intentions before he spoke them. Each of them was able to think at near lightspeed, thanks to each suit’s fiber optic neurolink, and via their tachlink nodes. But the secret to appearing ‘normal’ at a slaver base like this was to not act at superfast speeds. Until utterly necessary. He smiled at all of them.

“Friends, battlemates and good Mata Hari, let us tend to the freeing of cloneslave captives!”

The five of them, including Mata Hari’s real-time holo image of a willowy woman in a black vacsuit, left the rampway, entered a greenery occupied habitat in Level Three, and moved through a crowd of standing, slithering and Nullgrav supported lifeforms who were scattered through the habitat chamber. Each of them saw, on their suit faceplate, a blinking purple route that led them to the end of the habitat. A rampway similar to the one they’d just left loomed in front of them. Two hippo-like Orko Aliens lumbered down the rampway on four legs, paused as his team moved to one side, then headed for a water pool in the park habitat. Matt followed the purple route that blinked to one side of Faceplate even as he PET thought-imaged a series of Threat Alert orders to Suit. “Understood?” he queried Suit’s Tactical CPU.

“Understood Matthew,” said the CPU of Suit. “Do you wish to monitor the actions of the rest of Hexagon Prime fleet?”

Did he? “Yes. Display. And activate the MHD power units at my waist. My shoulder lasers will soon need extra power. Convey the same orders to my allies’ suits.”

“Complying.” Inside Suit, Matt felt the vibration of the magnetohydrodynamic power units on each hip as they activated. Using the fiber optic cable, Suit threw an image of itself into his mind, Faceplate raised partway in an imitation of a Human grin. “Feel better?”

Damn! No question but this Tactical CPU was being infected by Mata Hari’s sense of humor. “Better. Illuminate nearby space and the fleet.”

A virtual holo filled the right side of his Faceplate even as the central space stayed yellow light transparent. But over his neurolink he sensed the T’Chak AI BattleMind move starship Mata Hari, or Descartes, away from the asteroid base, turning it onto a vector that would provide a targeting option which included most of the 22 genome slaver starships that hung about the asteroid. On the horizon of his mind Matt felt the AIs of the other seven Dreadnoughts, along with pilots Toktaleen, Sarah, Rafael, and Ben the Australian, move into ocean-time linkage with their ship and with Matt and his battlemates. Soon the four of them would also enter ocean-time. They came to a stop at the top of the rampway.

“Matt,” called Mata Hari over their shared mindlink. “We are at Level Four. Moving ahead takes us to a food refectory suitable for oxy-nitro lifeforms. Taking the curving hallway to our left will bring us to the cell of the captives. And the two security defenders. The hallway to the right leads to sleeping quarters for base workers. Orders?”

Thinking quickly Matt ordered Suit to emit a tiny Spy Eye that headed down the curving hallway, its egg shape hugging the high ceiling of the rocky hallway. Three more Snoopers loaded with retch gas left Suit and headed down the forward hallway. Three other Snoopers coptered down the right hallway,  their onboard datachips loaded with a signal that would lock down the electronic locks of each sleep room. Activating Suit’s pressor and tractor beamer units that adorned his helmet, he turned toward the cell hallway. Walking slowly, he headed down the curving hallway.

“George, hold station at the intersection,” he called back to his battlemate. “Keep the space clear for our return. Suzanne and Eliana, what do you sense of the thoughts and emotions of the guard lifeform? Is it alert? Worried? Resting?”

“Resting,” Suzanne said a second before Eliana said the same thing.

Eliana snorted. “But the vision of the Spelidon rat guard says the Combat Mech is floating three meters further down the hallway, on the opposite side of the slidedoor that leads to the captives’ cell.”

That matched the image Matt was now getting via the Spy Eye floater that had rounded the curve ahead of them. Time to get serious.

“Everyone, prepare to enter ocean-time. Cross-link your shoulder and backpack weapons with mine so we do not fire on each other. Go airborne now and be prepared to use your suit tractor beam to transport a captive.” In his mind Matt ordered the retch gas Snoopers to activate just inside the refectory, the door lock Snoopers to jam slidedoors, and Mata Hari to blow the explosive Remotes while activating the three white noise Remotes. “Enter now!”

In sync and on-line with a super-strong combat suit that feels like your own body is wonderful. It’s ecstatic. Nullgrav plates in his boots shot Matt up toward the hallway ceiling. A waist Repulsor block flipped him over to horizontal flight. Both shoulder pulse-cannons whirred On Target as the floating Combat Mech and the combat-suited Spelidon came into view. Ocean-time flooded his senses. He thought fast. Faster than humanly possible. Picoseconds blurred past. Nanoseconds zipped along. Milliseconds ticked by, slowly.

Forty milliseconds passed in the outside world, Suit informed him.

With a PET thought-image both his shoulder pulse-cannons fired at the steel grey oval of the Combat Mech, the two green laser beams set for metal-punch. Metal glowed yellow-white at their contact, then hissed away as his beams entered and fried the inner workings of the Mech. It shot off one red laser beam that hit the ceiling as its Nullgrav lost power, dropping the Mech onto the gravplate floor. The Spelidon Guardian began to turn its head toward the three of them even as the rat’s combat suit CPU turned a belly laser toward them. Electronic senses moved so much faster than normal organic thought. Which was why he’d taken out the Combat Mech first. Now Matt, Eliana and Suzanne fired on the Spelidon.

Six hundred milliseconds lumbered by.

The rocket bagpipes on the biceps of each suit fired a volley of Fire-and-Forget Nanoshells, already programmed for the infrared signature of the Spelidon, each shell able to twist and turn in flight as miniature vernier jets steered them after every dying twitch and jerk. They were relentless. They were deadly. They would arrive within a second. 

The Tactical CPU of Suit flashed ultrasonic beams against the black fur of the Spelidon, causing internal organs to liquefy as the resonance frequency for its flesh was reached and maintained by Suit’s feedback system.

Faster than the Nanoshells and ultrasound were the shoulder pulse-cannon lasers. At two per suit, that made for eight beams of coherent green light that hit the silvery combat harness of the black-whiskered Spelidon. The beams burned circular holes through the rat’s furry body and splashed against the metal wall behind it. The Spelidon’s combat belly laser shot a red beam at Matt and Suit. It impacted on his gut but splintered into thousands of fractured red beams as the sapphire crystal coating of Suit broke up the incoming beam. 

One and a quarter seconds moved ever so slowly.

Matt’s helmet emitted a pressor beam that tossed the Spelidon against the hallway’s metal wall, knocking it unconscious. In that brief time the rat’s hairy skin erupted with miniature borers, carried by the Nanoshells, borers that systematically penetrated its body like drill bits through wood. Biogel poisons specific to carbon-based lifeforms also poured out, overloading a dying heart system. Electronic white noise overwhelmed the Spelidon’s own combat exoskeleton programming—using miniature emitters carried by the Nanoshells—thus stopping any effort by its Tactical programming to carry out preprogrammed offensive actions despite the death of its organic host. 

Finally, with a flare of red light, the organic shell of the Spelidon rat imploded inward as the nanoware energy-seekers made contact with the Alien suit’s power sources and overloaded them, burning up hardware systems and their organic host at the same time. Two flashes of green laser light drew Matt’s attention forward.

“The Combat Mech is finished,” said Eliana as she floated toward the slidedoor that blocked access to the captives’ cell. She held her Magnum laser gun, which now sketched a molten line across the central dome of the fallen Mech. “But Suzanne and I sense the issuing of orders for other Combat Mechs to head for us, despite the distraction you provided with the air loss in the top dome. Can Mata Hari block internal communications from the Control Station to its Guardian lifeforms and Mechs?”

Matt arrived just as Suzanne used her Magnum to cut through the slidedoor controls. She kicked the metal door, bending it inward and out of alignment. Their Swede battlemate used her own suit to put two Spy Eyes into the room even as her gauntlets gripped the slidedoor, pulled with the Herculean strength of her combat suit, and ripped open access to the cell. All at slow organic speed even though each of them thought and fought at ocean-time speed. Matt cursed his lack of foresight.

“Yes! Mata Hari, please do as Suzanne says.”

“Complying, Matthew,” said the black-suited form of his AI as she joined the three of them at the entrance to the cell. “Shall we enter and see how alive these captives are?”

Two seconds since ocean-time entry, reported Suit’s cyberclock.

In slow human speed they entered and saw three lifeforms who occupied a small, cold, dark and damp cell. Matt, still in mind communion with George, Eliana, Suzanne and Mata Hari, saw a seated male Human look up as they entered, his blue eyes blinking from the sudden light even as his emaciated body shivered from the cell’s coldness. Near him lay a black-furred Meligun bear, its elf-like ears twisting to their noise even as its two pink eyes squeezed tight against the light emitted by their helmets. Just behind the two bipeds stood a four-legged Orko hippo, its four yellow eyes wide with some kind of emotion. Thinking fast Matt had Suit’s external Talker address them even as each suit cast a tractor beam to a captive, lifting them and pulling them along behind Matt and the two women as they exited the cell and headed back toward George as he stood guard at the down ramp.

“Captives, we are friends! We hate cloneslavery and are rescuing you from labor slavery or death from the cloneslavers!” said Suit in neutral Belizel. “Water, food and shelter will be yours once we gain our shuttle and then our ships.”

“Ships? You have ships?” grunted the middle-aged Human male in Gaelic-sounding English. His bass voice sounded weak. 

Two seconds, 312 milliseconds, said his cyberclock.

George waved at them as they all arrived to the loud sounds of many lifeforms being deeply sick at the nearby refectory. Banging sounds came from the locked sleeping quarters. Matt answered the man even as the four of them flew down the rampway on Nullgrav, their exit from the inner parts of the base happening at flight speed.

“Our ships,” said Suit in Matt’s voice. “My name is Matt Dragoneaux, a Vigilante. These are my battlemates. George, Eliana, Suzanne and the AI Mata Hari in the black vacsuit. Now be quiet while we fight our way out of this base!”

Mata Hari’s vacsuit shimmered as a red laser beam passed through the holo image. “Combat Mech ahead!” she cried, her mind passing to them an image of a grey ovoid coming up the rampway from Level Three.

Matt’s Suit belched out titanium penetrator darts even as the rocket bagpipes of three other suits shot Fire-and-Forget Nanoshells at the hovering Mech. Swift as thought were the eight green laser beams emitted by the shoulder pulse-cannons of Matt and his combat mates. The Mech exploded in a yellow flare of metal parts that bounced off the front of their combat suits even as their tractor beams pulled the captives along behind them. The Orko hippo bellowed with fear while the Meligun bear raised its four arms to shelter its blocky head. The darts and Nanoshells smashed into the Mech’s fragments.

Two seconds, 500 milliseconds and 14 picoseconds, reported his cyberclock.

“Mata Hari, activate Ariadne and have it blast its way through the landing dock archway,” Matt said.

“Activating and arming her lasers!”

If they could make it to the Level Two Arrival Hall the shuttle would be awaiting them. Its armor would give extra protection from any combat-suited Guardians and Combat Mechs that might find them. Meanwhile, he sensed the Control Station of the asteroid coping with power shutdowns, escaping air and false alarms triggered by Mata Hari’s limpet complinks as they latched onto the Control Mind of the base. Matt hoped lightspeed confusion would disorient the base’s security forces as the four of them flew down the debris littered rampway, turning toward the Supply tunnel that connected with the Arrival Hall. 

Slavers scattered away from them as Nanoshells and Offense Remotes preceded them, ready to attack any organic or Mech that sought to block them. Suzanne pulsed him a precog warning.

“Two Guardians in combat suits await us just inside the tunnel to the Arrival Hall,” she said in his mind.

“Understood!”

Matt PET thought-imaged to Suit. It launched an anti-personnel rocket toward the tunnel ahead, followed by napalm rockets from the backpacks of George, Eliana and Suzanne as the Tactical CPUs in each suit coordinated a combined attack. 

Yellow flame burst from the tunnel as the crack of the AP rocket shot pellets and razor-disks into the Guardian lifeforms that a loitering Spy Eye said were a Mican griffin-tiger and a black-furred Spelidon rat. The Guardians began dying from napalm incineration even as their lungs were cooked from inhaled flame. But their combat suit harnesses were not yet dead. They shot back attackBeads at Matt and his allies even as the four of them flew toward the tunnel.

Pressor fields from their four combat suits intercepted the attackBeads and pushed them back onto the crisped bodies of the Guardians. White noise Nanoshells followed the pressor fields and overwhelmed the CPUs worn by the Guardians. Penetrator darts thumped into the burnt bodyshapes. In milliseconds Matt and his allies entered the smoky tunnel as the flames died out. Mata Hari spread her holo form around the three captives, sheltering them with breathable air thanks to the miniature tractor emitters that made her holo shape a controlled cloud of black that hid Alien blood and body parts from the view of the captives. Ahead loomed the silvery metal of Ariadne, floating inside the Arrival Hall.

“Three seconds since our attack,” cried Mata Hari in the shared minds of Matt, George, Eliana and Suzanne. “The shuttle’s lasers will take out any Combat Mechs that appear in the landing dock. But we must hurry before the base Control Mind regains access to the dock’s own tractor and pressor fields!”

The Arrival Hall was nearly empty except for a dozen lifeforms fleeing down the other two hallways. None of the lifeforms sought the vacuum of the hallway leading to the landing dock. It was a hallway blackened from the shuttle’s fusion pulse drive. The shuttle hovered before them on Repulsor power. Their suits aimed them at the midbody airlock. It opened at Mata Hari’s signal.

“Inside!” Matt said as Suit’s All Surround vision perception highlighted a laser artillery Mech entering the blackened hallway from the dock side. It carried the long tube of a thousand megawatt laser. Even as he watched the slow movement of the Mech, his mind gave orders. “Mata Hari, fire at that Mech with the shuttle’s starboard laser! George, Eliana and Suzanne, dump your captives into accel couches and brace yourselves for some wild maneuvering.”

Coherent yellow light reached out from the shuttle to impact on the grey box of the artillery Mech. The device quickly turned white hot, then began melting in place. By the time the shuttle passed over the molten Mech its laser tube had bent to floor level. In the spacious landing dock the shuttle rotated ninety degrees, aimed for the open exit portal and shot into black space. Matt began to hope they would all live to tell this story and get drunk over some Morrigan beer.

Three seconds, 700 milliseconds and 36 picoseconds, murmured his cyberclock.

“Matthew,” said Mata Hari in his mind even as Suit used onboard pressor and tractor beams to stabilize him as the shuttle jinked from side to side, up, down and at angles as it dodged laser fire from an Offense blister that lay on their side of the asteroid.

“Yes!”

“Look at this image I retrieved from the Control Mind of the base. Do you recognize this person?”

Matt jerked his mind away from the Weapons Activation status of his starship as the Dreadnought prepared to fire on a cluster of genome slaver starships. He pushed to one side the mental images of his lover Eliana, whose expression showed concern. As did the pale Nordic face of Suzanne. George’s full black beard and grey eyes fixed on Matt as they each stood together within the Park habitat of Mata Hari, dressed in normal clothing. In mind communion, there are no lies and no pretense is possible. Why were his fellows looking concerned?

“What!”

Blinking mentally, Matt focused on the image of a forty-something woman. A woman with grey-streaked red hair, a reddish Polynesian skin tone and Apache cheekbones. Shock filled him. It could not be. Could it?

“Mom! She’s alive? Where? How? What does this—”

“It’s real, Matthew.” In the Park habitat mind communion, Mata Hari’s dark eyes fixed on him even as she gave him a slow, happy looking smile. “Your mother survived the kidnapping of your family on Thuringia! This is a ship record of a captive the ship captain sold into labor slavery. After the slaver ship visited the Flesh Markets on Megil, at Alkalurops C star. She was sold . . . sold to an Anarchate merchant who was visiting Megil. Long before your attack on the markets. The merchant left for parts unknown. But fifteen years ago, your mother was alive!”

Matt swallowed hard, his mouth dry. His heart beat too fast, faster than his cyborg nanoDocs could control. His eyes  . . . his eyes blinked faster than normal. Wetness filled them. Through the blurriness of his vision he saw Eliana, dear Eliana of the obsidian black hair and eggshell white skin, she walked up to him and gave him a mental hug.

“She’s alive, Matthew. Maybe other members of your family also survived?”

Maybe. Highly unlikely given the habit of genome harvester crews to ignore captives once they gained snippets of flesh for future cloning of people copies. “Maybe,” he sighed, thinking of his four sisters and his father Benoit. Tough but loving Benoit. And math-challenged Charlotte, his oldest sister at fourteen. Could she, might she . . . 

Reality hit him hard. “Mata Hari, thank you! This captive imagery you found in the Control Mind records, does it come from one of the slaver starships parked outside?”

“It does.”

“Which one?”

In his mind, Mata Hari lifted a hand. It held a miniature starship, one with a front globe, two side tubes and a boxy body. “This one. Its . . . designation is Dodemeron. It lies within the cluster that BattleMind has us aimed at.”

Four seconds, 180 milliseconds and 93 picoseconds.

He bit his lip. Tasted salty blood. The shuttle vibrated as it landed inside the cargohold of starship Mata Hari. No more jinking. Soon enough he would be leading the attack against slaver ships and the asteroid base. But this news! It was wonderful and it shook him from a non-emotional focus on the battle plan. Looking outside his Faceplate he saw his three battlemates leaving the shuttle, the three freed captives floating along behind them on suit tractor beams. He followed them out into the cavernous hold that lay a kilometer from his ship’s Bridge. Matt shivered.

“Have your limpet complinks latched onto that ship?”

“Yes.”

“Have you recovered all NavCore data?” he said. “All records of its stops and its cloneslave sales? And labor slave transactions?”

Squeezing tight his Suit gauntlets, Matt gave a mental nod to his friends, to his lifemate Eliana, then activated his Nullgrav boots as he rose up toward the ship’s Spine hallway and access to the ship’s Bridge and his Interlock Pit.

In his mind, Mata Hari’s dark eyes blinked slowly. “Of course, my Matthew.” His AI woman, dressed now in silvery chainmail and carrying a long stainless steel sword in her holo hands, smiled even more. “And now, thanks to my complink, I have more news from the ship’s NavCore. See this image? She matches your memory.”

Matt saw his sister Charlotte, nearly as tall as their mom, standing beside his gaunt and haggard mother in a three dee vidimage that had each woman ID’d with separate alpha-numeric codes. “Charlotte survived the raid? How! Where is she!”

Mata Hari’s mental image reached up to touch the white pearl broach at her throat. Her gaze left humor to focus on facts. “Adult body reserves let them live. And like your mother, Charlotte was delivered to the Flesh Markets of Alkalurops, on the planet Megil. While this ship captain sold your mother to a visiting Anarchate trader, Charlotte was sold to a Megil resident Alien. A Meligun ‘bear’ of the name Nak ho-mesk. Nak manages an interstellar money transfer system that operates outside of any conglomerate. My . . . my records from the Megil planetary civil archive, from after we destroyed the Anarchate ships and returned to Megil to rescue the stasis-sleeping captives, say his residence was in the nearby countryside. Not in the downtown area you vaporized.”

“So this Nak ho-mesk could still be living on Megil? And my sister could be under his control?”

Mata Hari materialized beside him as Suit walked him closer to the Bridge. “Yes. Only now, with the purchase record from this slaver’s NavCore, was I able to cross-check the slaver’s ID record with the Megil civilian archive records. So she likely survived our attack on the Flesh Markets. But this Nak could have fled after our attack, or he could be traveling on business. We will not know until we return to Megil.”

Five seconds, 33 milliseconds and 243 picoseconds, his mind heard.

Matt gritted his teeth. His brief joy at learning his mother and sister still lived was displaced by reality. “The NavCore imagery. Does it show what happened to my father Benoit and my three younger sisters?”

Mata Hari paused in her walk alongside him, then resumed walking in sync with Suit. “Yes.”

“How bad is it?”

“Bad. See my mind? They died of thirst, although your father Benoit died when he attacked a slaver crewman in an effort to gain food and water.”

Matt perceived the image snippets, taken from the Dodemeron’s NavCore cloneslave records. It was hard to see his father killed by a laser that slit open his carotid arteries, leaving him to bleed to death on a hallway floor. Worse were the efforts of his Mom and Charlotte to keep his three younger sisters alive. Both of them used a piece of metal to open a wrist vein so his sisters could drink blood. It did not suffice. His sisters Melody, Janine and Sally finally died as their organs shut down from lack of water and food. Just as bad were the other Thuringia captives who made valiant efforts to keep young children alive, usually to no effect.

Matt shook his head, seeking calmness and losing it. Only hatred and determination now moved him. He thought-spoke via positron emission tomography to his four cyborg allies.

“That ship is mine. The other 21 ships are available to Hexagon Prime. My battlemates, let us tachlink with our ships and finish this . . . this dirty business. Myself, I will see how long it takes to slice and dice Dodemeron!”

CHAPTER TWO

Matt walked down the Spine hallway of Mata Hari, seething in his mind with fury dark. And rejoicing.

It was an odd combination. He wished to vaporize every slaver, every slave ship captain and every Flesh Market where clone people were sold, that now existed in the Milky Way galaxy. But he also wished, hoped for, a reunion with his loving mother. And a chance to hug his sister Charlotte. But the NavCore image records of the other 41 Thuringia captives showed half of them were dead not long after flesh snips were taken for future cloning in the Flesh Markets. He stayed in ocean-time even as seconds fled past.

“Those Thuringia captives may yet live,” said Mata Hari in his mind as Matt let Suit do the walking to the Bridge. His cyborg allies followed behind him, the step of each person distinctive to his mind and ears.

“Maybe. Likely not.” He recalled from a year ago the slaver ship cargo room that held captives from Morrigan. His memory told him he’d been right to slice and dice the Human slaver captain. Maybe he could do the same with ship Dodemeron? “Mata Hari, is the captain present on Dodemeron? If so, what is his or her or its species?”

Mata Hari wore her Lady of the Sword persona in his mind, her inner sense conveying a readiness to do battle on his behalf. “My limpet complink attached to Dodemeron says the ship’s captain is present. He is a Spelidon ‘rat’ as you term the species. The ship’s crew are inside the base asteroid on R and R.”

Matt gritted his teeth. He was still a half kilometer from the Bridge. While he could have flown there in Suit, he needed this time to think, to adjust mentally to the news his mother and sister had survived the slaver attack on Thuringia, and to consider any changes to their Battle Council plans for this base and the nearby slaver starships.

“Good. Let me see your white noise Remotes in orbit about the asteroid base.”

“Here, Matthew.”

A three dee multi-spectral holo took form in his mind, conveyed there by Mata Hari and based on his ship’s sensors and the Remotes themselves.

The high dome that enclosed the skyrise towers for the super rich among the slavers was being repaired by autobots that had nearly sealed the breaches made by Mata Hari’s explosive-laden bots. 

That would not do. “Mata Hari, crash your three white noise Remotes into the glassy dome. Maybe have all three hit at one spot so there is a whirlwind of escaping air?”

“Will do, Matthew.”

In his mind’s eye the holo of the base asteroid, which orbited a brown Mars-like planet, showed a sudden flare of yellow light as the Repulsor driven Remotes hit one spot near the top of the high dome. 

“Well done!” Matt grinned as a shuttle-sized hole opened in the top of the dome. Fracture lines snaked downward, toward the dome base where the small explosive packs had hit earlier. “Maybe sudden air loss will occupy Control Station while we are neurolinking with our Dreadnoughts!”

“Perhaps,” said Mata Hari, her long black hair framing a narrow face that showed an intense look. “But look there! At the base of the asteroid. At the dock!”

The landing dock showed the exit of a small armed Corvette that even now headed their way. Beyond the asteroid base, the 22 ships in orbit about the base were already moving to Active Defense mode. Some ships were turning to depart the system on deut-li fusion-pulse thrusters, while a few were moving to put the asteroid between themselves and Matt’s ship. A half dozen ships were powering up their proton and laser domes, preparatory to attacking starship Mata Hari. Since none of them had antimatter cannons, his ships could not be seriously harmed. Still, it was time to go on the offense. 

“Mata Hari, have our flexhull resume the T’Chak dragon shape. Have all ships of Hexagon Prime fleet go to dragon mode.” In his mind Matt sensed the charged particles of the stellar wind from the distant white dwarf which was all that was left after the nova that had created the Ring Nebula. He sensed the impact of neutrinos, gravitons, quarks and tiny sand grains against the ship’s hull and its coating of adaptive optics that could deflect most incoming laser fire. Especially if his ship knew the frequency of the incoming laser fire, as they had known when battling Anarchate battleglobes. “Use your two eye-lasers to vaporize the thrusters and power plant of the Dodemeron. Now!”

A quarter light second away, at a distance of 46,312 kilometers, the rear segment of Dodemeron glowed bright yellow, then white, then silvery white as metal became vaporized particles. Several of his ship’s Offense Remotes sped toward the slaver ship, ready to prevent any shuttle departure. Or crew return. His ship Mata Hari also tossed out Holo Decoys to make it appear to be located kilometers away from its true position, even as nanoRemotes and Plasma torps sped away to intercept any incoming projectiles. Soon the Remotes would not be needed when his ship went into stealth under its flat Alcubierre shields that covered the top, bottom, both sides, front and rear of Mata Hari. The Alcubierre shields translated any offensive matter or energy to Elsewhere and Elsewhen. It was a nearly perfect defense so long as no enemy ship Translated directly into his ship’s space-time coordinates, or did not overload the shields with multiple 30 megaton Thermonuke sleds.

“Good!” 

Matt stopped before the pressure door to the Bridge, mentally ordered it to open, and stepped inside. George, Suzanne and Eliana followed after him, then moved to the back wall to exit from their suits. In a second they would be in their accel-couches and cyber-linked to their own ships. 

“Matthew,” called Eliana from within their shared mind communion, “I claim that big slaver globeship!”

George raised a fist. “And I’ve got that bronze spearhead!”

Matt smiled. He had his target. And soon he would become one with his ship, a cyborg in neurolink with a Dreadnought starship capable of vaporizing whole planets, or causing a star to go nova.

––––––––

Benjamin Ayers of Alice Springs sat in the Interlock Pit of starship Flowering, a new member of Matt Dragoneaux’s Hexagon Prime fleet, eager to begin the destruction of the nearby slaver starships. Even as he stayed in slow human real-time, his mind floated back to his tenth birthday in central Australia, a time when his parents took him to the giant red sandstone rock they called Uluru and the Anglos called Ayers Rock. Guided by a shaman of the Anangu people, his mother’s tribe, the three adults led him through the First Rituals that honored the Dreamtime. Anglos said the Dreamtime was mythology. His mother’s people knew better. They knew it to be a parallel reality that gave rise to the entire Earth and the Universe itself. Feeling like a small koala, Ben had painted his tribal name on an alcove of the giant red rock, then returned home to Alice Springs. Months later the family boarded a Corporate State colonizing ship that took them and other Aussies out into space to the colony world Windswept, in the Perseus Arm. That had been twenty years ago.

“Your heritage is worth honoring, young Ben,” said the AI Flowering in his mind.

He shivered at the mindtouch. It felt like the endless time when he’d gone into reverie during a coroborrie dance. Flowering’s body form of ‘dragon’ was heraldic even. But his electrical engineer training had taught him that self-aware computers, called AIs, were ever so real. And this AI was born of an alien people called the T’Chak. “As is your heritage of the T’Chak, winged one,” he said in mindvoice.

The yellow mindglow of Flowering assumed holo form to his right, becoming the pink eyed, two winged, giant reptile form that many Earth people called a dragon. Not he. Flowering resembled a winged form of Dirawong, the Dreamtime being who delivered knowledge and rain upon request by the Bundjalung people. In his mind Flowering gave a barking laugh.

“Thank you, Benjamin of the Anangu people. I feel flattered that you compare me to such a . . . creative spirit being of your people.” The giant reptile holo gestured at the front holosphere with its image of the black rock asteroid that even now showed the exit of Matt’s shuttle Ariadne. “But shortly we will all enter our own shared Dreamtime, what your Matthew calls ocean-time. Are you ready to become one with me, with this ship and with our Human and Alien allies?”

Ben smiled to himself. He’d been doing that more often since his rescue during the battle at the Sector 14 Intel base, near the Crab Nebula. A big reason for his smile was the friendliness of Sarah Vasiliades, the pilot of Dreadnought Imperial. On Morrigan, when on break from T’Chak ship piloting lessons, Sarah had gone hiking with him into the wild mountain lands of the Irish-settled colony world. He hoped they could make love soon and become lifemates. Like his parents, who’d died during the slaver raid on Windswept that had captured him.

“I am ready,” he said, opening his mind to feel the thousands of rooms, devices and weapons that made up the T’Chak warship which he co-controlled with Flowering. “How soon do we activate the Alcubierre shields and go into stealth mode?”

“Soon,” whispered Flowering in his mind as the free standing holo vanished, only to reappear in his mind, flapping her giant black wings and fixing two glowing pink eyes on the black rock asteroid base. “Soon we shall all have prey to taste!”

––––––––

Eliana stepped out of her combat suit on the Bridge of Mata Hari and sat naked in a nearby accel-couch. Her mind-sister Suzanne did the same, as did olive-skinned George. Matt, silent since the arrival in the ship’s cargohold, walked forward on bare feet to the Interlock Pit. Her lifemate stepped down into the Pit, sat in its glass chair with a brief sigh, then stiffened as a fiber optic cable snaked out of the Pit wall and into the socket implanted at the top of his spine. She felt the same socket insert from her accel-couch as her mind became one with Matt’s starship, and then with her own Dreadnought starship Altuna. She, Suzanne and George would soon be mind-piloting their own starships in an attack on the nearby slaver ships and asteroid. There was no need for them to waste time in slow human mode by shuttle transit to their starships. They could transfer to their Dreadnoughts later, after this ancient star system was cleansed of the slaver presence.

“Eliana,” came the voice of her mind-sister Suzanne. “How will Matt handle the news of his mother and sister’s survival? And their sale as labor slaves?”

She gave thanks for the telepathic link she and Suzanne shared, thanks to being women and thanks to time spent on the homeworld of the T’Chak species. It was a link that was instantaneous. While similar to the FTL comlink of tachyon-based nodes and ship comlinks, it was something unique to her and Suzanne. It made both of them feel even more special than they’d become since joining Matt’s anti-cloneslavery crusade.

“With frozen calmness, Suzanne.” She recalled Matt’s varied moods, and the harshness of his memory from when he’d worked as a cloneslave decanter on planet Megil, at the Flesh Markets of Alkalurops. He’d used his strength of mind to survive that job. Until he could move up in the Anarchate’s job rankings to be a Personal Guard for rich Aliens, then a Vigilante for hire by newly colonized planets. “He will hunt for news of his mother until either she is found or discovered dead. And whatever Alien owned her will feel Matt’s personal vengeance. In the way he killed that slaver ship captain in Morrigan system. Same for his sister. Matt has a gentle inner heart. But his mind is . . . like the biggest wolf ever known. He never gives up. You know that.”

“I do,” murmured Suzanne as she, like Eliana, tachlinked to her ship Lorelei. “I felt it during the fleet battles at CC8733 in the Vela system and later at the Intel Base near the Crab Nebula. For which I give thanks. But this fleet fighting is so different from being an IT manager at Omega Casino.”

Eliana squinted mentally, joining with her AI Altuna as the two of them split mind attention to targeting vectors for three of the 22 slaver ships that lay within a quarter light-second of the slaver asteroid. She highlighted the big globeship. “Same for me. Very different from being a simple molecular geneticist on my homeworld of Halcyon. But this crusade is worth doing. Worth living for. Even . . . even worth dying for if that becomes the price for freedom and hope in our galaxy.”

Suzanne, like Eliana, was mind-sharing with her AI Lorelei as they brought antimatter reservoirs to full load for the soon-to-happen battle. Her mind-sister sent her a mental hug. “We will survive. As you can feel from your own precog sense of the distant future. You, myself, George, Matt and others will survive. But with changes.”

Eliana knew about the changes. It now felt normal to behave with the viciousness of a she-wolf. To destroy starships and their crews. To turn opponents into stellar plasma or mini-black holes. In a way, her brother Ioannis was lucky she had not returned home. He would not survive as Autarch were she in her home system. “The battle nears in mind-touch, my sister. Join mental hands with me and let us help Matthew feel better about the revenge he will shortly take.”

“Yes,” Suzanne said, stretching her hand across the cold black space that separated their warships. “Let it begin.”

––––––––

Toktaleen of the Brokeet, homeworld Cloudy, of the Nest Adventurous, stood in the Interlock Pit of the starship Gondu, feeling eager to begin battle as a member of Hexagon Prime fleet.
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