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SERIES FINALE!Crippled and left for dead, Nicholas and his crew find a glimmer of hope in an
unexpected new ally. Down but not out, if they want to finish what they’ve started they’ll need to
return to Earth. Only it’s not the Earth they knew and the hardest battle is still to come.If they can
survive long enough to fight in it...

"You'll want to pack up the brood and head up for some Colrado fun. . . . A great gift for families
who live in the . . . state as well as those planning a visit."--Sweat magazine--This text refers to
an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From the Back CoverWritten by a parent for
parents, this opinionated, personal, and easy-to-use guide has hundreds of ideas to keep the
kids entertained for an hour, a day, or a weekend. Fun with the Family Colorado leads the way to
amusement parks, historical attractions, children's museums, wildlife habitats, festivals, parks,
and much more.The whole family will enjoy:Searching for hidden elves in the murals at the
Denver Museum of Nature and ScienceIndulging their inner cowboy with horseback riding, cattle
driving, overnight pack trips, and panning for gold at Sylvan Dale Guest RanchA wintertime dip
in the ninety-degree waters of Glenwood Springs Hot Springs Pool, the largest outdoor hot
springs swimming pool in the world.Marveling at the Museum of Miniatures and Model Railroad
Museum within the grandiose Miramont Castle in Manitou Springs.--This text refers to an out of
print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorDoris Kennedy, an Aurora resident, has
lived in Colorado for almost 30 years. She writes for regional and national magazines and
newspapers.--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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LanehartChapter OneNicholas stared at the forward surround in silence. His gaze drifted across
the camera feeds, taking in the scene from every available angle, as if he looked at the outcome
of their efforts long enough he could somehow change that outcome.Of course, he couldn’t.
None of them could. By the quiet that settled across the comms and the dearth of sound from
the main compartment behind the flight deck, he guessed every member of his crew had the
same futile idea he had.The asteroid field swirled behind them. The remains of Sedah spread
out ahead. Smaller pieces of debris drifted through nearby space. Chunks of damaged
asteroids, fragments of gulth, shreds of metal from the destroyed Coalition starships. Frank
monitored the trajectories of the largest chunks, and would alert him if any of them came close to
colliding with Foresight. They would likely end up embedded in the asteroid field, caught up in
the same gravity that held it in place. The rest would continue onward and outward until it hit
something, though it might take centuries for that to happen. One day, no one would remember
there had even been a planet here.Nicholas tapped the command pad, his attention falling on
the power reserves. The supercapacitors were at ten percent. With the reactor online, they could
regain a half percent hourly, meaning it would take approximately four days before they had
enough juice to slip again. Meaning Nyla had a four-day head start on them, wherever it was she
had gone.How were they supposed to find her? She had everything Koth had been after, and
then some. She had captured Max, gained control of Kresk, and would no doubt pick the diask’s
brain to find out how to get to Shub’Nigu’s layer. What would she do once she arrived? Ask the
Relyeh leader to approve her as Koth’s replacement? Or would she finish the job they had
started, only with a much darker twist. Would she try to kill Shub’Nigu and take his place? Did
she have the power to do it?He wasn’t sure she did.He closed his eyes and lowered his head,
his thoughts turning to Macey and Caleb, the latest in their line of casualties. Their deaths left
him numb, especially Caleb’s. For all the Marine’s strength and toughness, Koth had handled
him like a rag doll. He would have killed all the Knights if Nyla hadn’t intervened, and she would
have killed them too if Tsi and Hayden hadn’t turned out to be on their side.He hadn’t known
Macey and Caleb that long, so their loss didn’t hurt him as much as Briar’s had, but he felt the
loss all the same. Losing Max was a blow, too. He had a feeling Nyla wouldn’t destroy the
Intellect straight away. She’d want to use him, in which case, he probably should have thought to
destroy him when he’d had the chance. What secrets was Max still harboring that she might be
able to drag out of him? What changes could she make to the stack using his knowledge of all
those different futures?Opening his eyes, Nicholas released his restraints and turned in his seat
to look at Jennifer in the co-pilot’s seat. She was already looking up at him, her eyes red and her



cheeks damp from her tears. “It’ll be okay,” he said, doing his best to be reassuring. “We’ll figure
something out.”“I hope so,” she replied.“Come with me. We need to talk with the others.”“Yes, sir.”
She swiped her tears away.“Frank, you have the stick,” he said softly. “Keep us clear of any
incoming debris, but otherwise maintain our position.”“Confirmed, Captain Shepherd,” Frank
replied. “I have the stick.”He waited for Jennifer to stand and precede him to the main
compartment. There, his eyes flicked from Scott to Yasmin to Hayden, and then to the two
Malfut. The aliens had stopped singing the moment Kresk disappeared, and now they remained
static and silent in their seats, staring calmly back at him. It chilled him to realize their new
predicament wasn’t much more beneficial than their previous situation as part of Koth’s
Scry.Nicholas stepped to the edge of the Round Table. Jennifer sat down on the other side. Their
positions signaled the others to swing their seats around to face the holotable.“Gyr, Jallix, you
too,” Hayden said, inviting the Malfut to the table before realizing they probably didn’t know how
to work the chairs to unlock and reposition them. “Scott, help them out.”“Yes, sir,” Scott said. He
stood and circled the table, quickly showing them the controls to use and watching as they
guided their seats into position. Then he returned to his.Nicholas remained standing, putting his
hands on the table and looking the Knights over again. Of the humans, only Hayden seemed
completely resigned to their current circumstances. Yasmin was as visibly upset as Jennifer,
while Scott seemed tense as a loaded spring.“Nick,” Yasmin said. “Before you say anything,
there’s a bit of an elephant in the room. Well, two elephants maybe.”“What do you mean?”
Nicholas asked.“She means me,” Hayden replied.Nicholas shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t get
it.”“I worked with Nyla. Maybe I still am.”“Are you?” Jennifer asked.“No. But after what just
happened, I wouldn’t take my word for it if I were you.”“What I want to know is how you got away
from Koth’s Inahri and made it up to that arshugg tunnel,” Scott said. “That’s a little...suspect in
my book.”“The truth is, Nyla showed up right after you went into the throne room. She told me
Koth’s forces had overwhelmed them, and they barely escaped.” His jaw tensed. “She used her
hologram tech to make herself look more beat up than she was. Who knows, maybe she got in
my head too. Anyway, she cleared the Inahri and led me up to the tunnel. Told me to distract Koth
so she could get into position and gave me a quick primer on the gravity there. I followed her to
the tunnel and watched the winged trife for a minute to see how they were flying. She signaled
me when she was ready, and I started shooting.”“In other words, you waited until after Macey
and Caleb were dead to show yourself?” Scott hissed, his hands clenched on his seat’s
armrests.“That’s right,” Hayden replied, looking Scott right in the eye.“How could you just let
them die?”“He didn’t have a choice,” Nicholas said. “I get that you’re upset, Scott. We all are. But
he had to wait for Nyla to take Koth down. She was the only one who could.”“Bullshit! We took
him down just fine.”“After Nyla weakened him,” Nicholas continued. “If Hayden had started
shooting too soon, we’d all be dead, including him.”“That was my thinking too,” Hayden agreed. “I
swear on my wife and little boy, I didn’t know she was going to turn on us like that. I always
figured the Axon knew what they were doing by bringing her in and putting her in charge with no
supervision.”“I don’t understand how they could get that so wrong,” Yasmin said.“What if Koth



changed something in a layer near Nyla’s?” Jennifer said. “What if the echo changed that layer,
and subsequently changed her in this one?”Scott laughed. “You mean Koth might have ended
himself? Wouldn’t that be ironic.”“It’s certainly possible based on how Max explained things to
us,” Yasmin said.“However it happened, it happened,” Nicholas added. “We can theorize on that
later.” He looked at Hayden. “If you say you swear on your wife and son, isn’t that asking us to
take your word for it?”Hayden smiled. “I suppose so. I’m happy to prove myself to you, Captain.
I’m just not sure how I can do that.”“You helped us get out of there alive,” Nicholas replied. “If you
were still working with Nyla, why wouldn’t you have just gunned us down instead of helping us
escape? To spy on us and see what we do next? Since Nyla’s voice vanished from my head the
moment Kresk slipped, I imagine her Q-net doesn’t reach across layers.”“I don’t think we should
make that assumption,” Yasmin said. “It could be another deception. That was my second
elephant.”“Nyla said the microbot transceivers will only last a few days,” Jennifer said. “And you
checked the engineering.”“Yes. I think that statement is accurate. But that still leaves her a few
days to use the connection however she wants. Can she listen in on our conversations? Can she
read our minds? Who knows.”“So we destroy the transceivers,” Nicholas said. “I bet the medibot
can do it.”“Possibly.” Yasmin pointed at the two Malfut. “But if we lose the transceivers, we lose
the ability to speak to our new friends. Unless you happen to know English?”Gyr shook her head.
“We speak Malfian and some Norgish.”“That won’t help,” Scott said.“Is there any way we can
copy the translation technology from the microbot to Foresight?” Nicholas asked.“The source is
all written in Axon algorithms,” Yasmin answered. “I needed Max to act as a code translator just
to understand it. If we still had Max, we could do it.”“If we still had Max, we probably wouldn’t
need the tech. He could just do the translation for us.”“And how annoying would that have been?”
Scott said, proceeding to mimic Max. “Translation. We are all going to die. Hahahahaha.
Hahahaha. Haha.”A hard silence dropped over the compartment, and then Jennifer burst out
laughing. Her release gave the others permission, and they started laughing too.“This is an odd
reaction,” Jillix said in response.“We’re just letting off some tension,” Yasmin explained. “Given a
chance, it’ll turn back to tears quickly enough.”“We don’t have time for tears,” Nicholas said. He
turned to Gyr. “You were part of Koth’s Scry. Can you track Kresk?”Gyr made a pouty, large-eyed
face that Nicholas instinctively found adorable, but seemed more like a look of concern on the
Malfut. “It is easier with more Malfut. There were eight of us in the Scry. The others are lost.”“I’m
sorry about that,” Nicholas said.“Yes. And Koth pushed us very hard trying to find you. Harder
than he has ever pushed us before. Jillix and I do want to help you, since you are against the
Hunger. But we need time to recover our energy.”“Given time, could you track Kresk?” Nicholas
asked.“Yes. We are bonded to Kresk. We can find her wherever she goes.”“For some reason, I
thought of Kresk as male,” Scott said.“I didn’t think diasks had a gender at all,” Yasmin
replied.Niicholas didn’t offer an opinion. “We can give you a place to rest,” he said to Gyr instead.
“Right now, all we have is time. We can’t go anywhere until the reactor recharges the
supercapacitors. Yazz, my back of a napkin calculation puts us at around four days?”“That
sounds about right,” she confirmed. “I don’t know how we’re going to do this without the energy



unit. Grimmel provided it because he knew we’d need more power than human technology could
achieve. Even if we can track Nyla, when we slip we’ll be going into a fresh layer with our power
reserves almost spent. No shields. No spines.”“Wait a second,” Scott said. “I don’t understand
why we should go after Nyla at all. I mean, she just kicked our asses. We can’t beat her one on
one. If this whole crazy mission was suicidal before, it’s twice that now.”“Max convinced us Koth
was a threat,” Nicholas said. “Nyla is more of a threat than Koth was. She doesn’t care how her
actions alter the stack. Any successes humankind might be set to achieve will be
erased.”“Maybe that’s not a bad thing,” Scott said.“I had this argument with Caleb. We know for
sure that however the layers run right now, we still exist in at least some of them. Take the
Coalition as a perfect example of that. It means the Hunger hasn’t conquered it all. But if Nyla
calls the shots, maybe they will.”“That doesn’t change the fact that we don’t stand a chance
against her.”“Not alone, we don’t,” Nicholas agreed. “And not like this. But we might have allies in
the Axon if we can find a way to contact them. The energy unit is their invention. They should be
able to give us a new one.”“I’m not that excited about teaming up with the Axon again,” Yasmin
said. “It didn’t turn out that well for us.”“Neither am I,” Nicholas admitted. “But what other choice
do we have?”The other Knights remained silent.“We can’t just let Nyla run amok through the
stack,” he continued. “There’s too much at stake, and this all comes down to us right now. We
could take the easy way out. We have the coordinates back to our layer. In four days, we can
take Briar home and go about our lives there like none of this is happening here. I couldn’t live
with myself if we did that. Could any of you?”None of them replied. They either nodded in the
negative or looked chagrined that they had even been considering turning tail and running.“Then
let’s take that option off the table and stay focused on where we are and what we’re doing. We
need time for the supercapacitors to recharge. We need a way to keep up communication with
our Malfut allies. We need a plan to locate the Axon and get a new energy unit. We need to lick
our wounds and mourn our losses and then keep fighting. Are you with me?”“Yes, sir,” Scott said,
followed by Yasmin and Jennifer, and then Hayden.“Go Knights!” Jennifer barked.“Go Knights!”
the others called back.The tension in the compartment faded, replaced by a renewed focus on
the path forward.“Jennifer, take Gyr and Jillix upstairs and show them the bunks.” He looked at
the two Malfut. “Hopefully you’ll be able to get some rest. The bunks are made for humans, but
we aren’t so different in structure and size. More importantly, we only have human food to eat,
and lousy human food at that.”“We are engineered by the Relyeh from the original Malfut,” Gyr
replied. “Our dietary needs match those of the Inahri. Our ancestors were much larger than us,
more ferocious in appearance, and more dependent on a high protein intake for survival.”“We
are just thankful the Relyeh did not give us tentacles,” Jillix added, preceding a snarling huffle of
a laugh.Jennifer stood up. “In that case, follow me.”The two Malfut took a moment to find the
release for their seats before getting to their feet. They followed Jennifer up the ladder and out of
sight.“Yazz, we need another idea for the translator,” Nicholas said once they were gone.“I know,”
she replied. “I’m exhausted, Nick. I think we all are. Right now, I can’t think of how we might be
able to make it work.” She paused. Despite her tiredness, she couldn’t stop thinking about the



problem. She had always been like that. A short sigh, and then she spoke again. “At a minimum,
we’d need a means to interface with the microbot and cross-compile the code from Axon to
human and back. We can’t do that without an interpreter.”Nicholas looked over as Dag stepped
out from beneath Macey’s seat, where Gyr had settled. He walked around to Yasmin, stopping
directly in front of her. She eyed the bot, and then Nick.“Do you think...?” he asked.“It’s possible,”
she replied, a smile spreading across her face. “He knew how to work the Axon teleporter. And
Grimmel did make him his proxy.”She jumped to her feet. “Dag, follow me.”“I thought you were
exhausted?” Nicholas asked.“I was. I’m not anymore. I’m not letting that bitch put us through hell
and get away with it. We owe her. Big time.”Nicholas smiled. “That’s why I love you so much.”She
smiled back as she reached the ladder to the lower deck and climbed down, Dag following
dutifully behind her.Nicholas turned his attention to Hayden, opening his mouth to speak. But the
Sheriff already had his eyes closed, his head lolled forward slightly and his chest gently rising
and falling. Nicholas couldn’t guess how the man had fallen asleep so quickly after everything
that had just happened. He wasn’t sure what kind of life the man had led so far that made it easy
for him to shrug off what they had just been through. He would have liked to find out, but Max
had repeatedly warned them about learning too much about other layers. Then again, that hadn’t
stopped Nyla.“Captain, permission to be dismissed,” Scott said, drawing his gaze.“Granted,”
Nicholas replied.“I’m going to take a long, hot shower and cry like a baby,” he said.“Keep the
shower down to a few minutes. Otherwise—”“I know, Cap. Otherwise, the recycler can’t keep up
and there won’t be any water left for anyone else.” Scott turned and headed for the ladder.“Scott,
I’m sorry about Macey.” Scott stopped but didn’t turn around. “She could test my patience, but
she always gave us a reason to smile. I miss her too.”Scott didn’t say a word. Nicholas figured he
probably couldn’t right then. He watched the young man—he couldn’t really think of him as a kid
anymore—hurried up the ladder, leaving Nicholas alone with a gently snoring Hayden.Drawing a
deep breath and letting it slowly out, he activated the holotable, staring at the projection of space
around Foresight for a minute before shutting it down. He wasn’t fooling himself. They were in
dire straits. Yet, it didn’t matter how bad things got. He’d been committed ever since Grimmel
dragged him into this mess. And he refused to give up.Not now.Not ever.Chapter TwoNicholas
slipped out of his bunk as quietly as he could, pausing a moment to stretch. Leaning over, he
picked up the soft fabric of his pants leg and glanced down at his ankle where Kresk’s acid had
burned through his Xian armor. He was pleased to see the nanobots had continued working on
the wound while he slept.The pain had vanished almost instantly, and when he finally removed
the armor it had revealed red, angry skin covered in hundreds of tiny raised bumps. Now, the
flesh was closer to his skin tone, though he had a feeling he would carry a lasting scar for the
rest of his life. He could live with that. Some people paid tattoo artists for a spiral pattern around
their leg much like the scar his injury would leave.Straightening up again, Nicholas glanced
across the space to the bunk to where the two Malfut slept. Either Jennifer had neglected to tell
them about the privacy shield that could be brought down over the beds or the aliens preferred
leaving it open. Either way, it offered a glimpse into the sleeping habits of their race. Both Gyr



and Jellix had shucked their heavy robes, leaving them neatly folded at the end of the bunk.
Gyr’s head rested lightly on Jellix’s stomach, her body curled beneath his bent knees. He stared
for longer than he probably should have, but he found himself curious about the nature of their
physiology, and since they had left the screen open he assumed they didn’t mind being looked
at.Male and female Malfut seemed to have similar bone structure and build. Covered head to toe
in medium-length fur, they were slender but not overly frail. The differences between them were
subtle. Gyr’s head was slightly smaller and a little more rounded, providing a more delicate look.
Her fur was shorter but also denser, softer, and speckled with more white, suggesting she was
the older of the pair. Two small bare areas surrounded a pair of nipples on her otherwise flat left
side. No doubt she had a matching pair on her right. Jellix’s legs were bulkier, his frame a bit
more dynamic, his genitals obscured by his position. His hands were also larger, and his
fingertips ended in slightly curved claws that looked to have been filed down from sharp points.
They both snored softly, chests rising and falling in a slow-fast-fast pattern. Their limbs twitched
in response to their dreams.Looking away, Nicholas noticed two of the other bunks had their
privacy screens closed. Jennifer and Scott, he assumed. He wished he’d woken up to find
Yasmin asleep in one of the bunks, but he knew how she was about challenges like the
translators. It wouldn’t be the first time she had gone more than a day or two without sleep
because she couldn’t bear to pull herself away from a puzzle.Nicholas left berthing and entered
the head through the open door on the right, the other door on the left open to the mess, with the
ladder leading belowdecks straight ahead.He closed and latched the door behind him, the smell
of recently used soap and a slightly fogged mirror letting him know someone had showered very
recently. He relieved himself before turning to the mirror mounted over a small sink and wiping
off the fog. He looked closely at himself as he washed his hands. Dark circles cast shadows
beneath his still-tired eyes, while two days’ of stubble cast a shadow over his chin and cheeks.
He rubbed at it with his wet hands. The cold water was just what he needed to remove the sleep
from his eyes. As he dried his hands and face, he regretted they had neglected to take a razor
from Grimmel’s tower in London. He had never thought he looked good with facial hair.On his
way out of the head, he bypassed the ladder to the main compartment and entered the mess,
surprised to find Hayden sitting at the small table, sipping a mug of coffee.“Captain Shepherd,”
Hayden said, sharp eyes looking back at him. “Did you sleep?”“Some,” Nicholas replied.
“You?”Hayden smiled. “Natalia’s never been able to understand how I can doze no matter where
I am or what the situation is. The way I see it, if being awake won’t change your situation, it’s
better to be well rested when the opportunity to take action arrives.”“That makes sense,”
Nicholas agreed. “Are you always so efficient?”“Not always, but I try to stay prepared for
anything.”Nicholas breathed deeply of the coffee’s rich scent. “I didn’t even know we had a
coffee maker on board,” he said, his eyes zeroing in on the source of the brew. A small, square
machine hung from the wall, the dark nectar visible through a clear slit that showed how much
coffee was left. “How’d you know what this was, and how to use it?”“Mugs are in the cupboard
just above it,” Hayden said. He paused. “This isn’t my first time on a starship, Nick. The tech in



my layer is pretty much the same as yours I think.”Nicholas crossed the mess and opened the
cupboard, grabbing a mug and putting it beneath the coffee machine. The LED on the front lit up,
offering buttons for a small or large pour. “You just made my whole week,” he said, tapping the
large pour, the liquid flowing into his mug.“Glad I could help.”“There are other ways you can help,
if you’re game.”Hayden twisted his head to look at him. “Whatever you need, I’m up for it.
Considering things didn’t work out quite like I had planned, my adjusted best case scenario is for
us to catch up to Nyla, kill her, and then I can go home.”The machine stopped dispensing coffee,
leaving Nicholas’ mug nearly full. He would have normally added sugar, but unless he wanted to
melt down one of the candy bars he had to settle for black. He took the cup to the table and sat
down opposite Hayden, taking a sip.“Not great, but I’ll take what I can get,” he critiqued. “So
you’ve given up on killing Shub’Nigu?”“I don’t know if giving up is the right term,” Hayden
answered. “I’m feeling a bit less certain about the potential gain. I’m willing to die for a cause I
believe in. But Nyla’s betrayal has me questioning why the Axon haven’t shown up to account for
her deception. It doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence in them or their mission.”“You don’t think
Shub’Nigu is dangerous?”“I didn’t say that. But he’s been out there a long time. Hundreds of
thousands of years. I think it’s going to take a bit more than what we’ve got here…” He spread
his hands to indicate what little Foresight had to offer. “...to take him down.” He noted the
thinning of Nicholas’ lips. ”Look, I don’t mean to disparage you and your people or even
Foresight, but we need more resources to replace those we’ve lost and then some. The way I
see it, if you go all-in to destroy him and lose, at the end of the day you’ve got nothing. So you
better be damn sure you can accomplish what you set out to do before you do it. If you find you
don’t have the necessary resources, you step back and take the wins where you can get them.”
He picked up his coffee. “Without Nyla, who can practically read Shub’Nigu’s mind, I don’t see
that we could even get close to him, much less take him out.”“If we could get enough firepower
behind us to defeat Nyla without killing her, maybe we could convince her—”“To what? Make
nice with us. Help us defeat Shub’Nigu. For what? So she can take his place? Fool me once...,”
Hayden said, his meaning clear. ”We’d have to have some way to control her.”“I think whatever
outcome we could manage would be a win for humankind.”“And then I can ride off into the
sunset.”One side of Nicholas’ mouth rose at his bitter cynicism. “Do you like Westerns,
Hayden?”Sheriff Duke smiled. “I’ve only seen a few. But over the last couple of years I’ve felt
more and more like I’m living in a post-apocalyptic western where I’m the only white hat in the
place.”“I imagine that’s better than living in a post-apocalyptic world with no hope.”“I’m not a
quitter, that’s for sure.”“Then you’re game to go after Nyla?”“Maybe. Like I said, we need more
firepower.”“And if I can come up with that firepower…”Hayden drilled him with a look, “Don’t tell
me you’re talking about enlisting the Coalition.”Nick swallowed a gulp of coffee before answering.
“Why not? At least they’re human.”“They’re pirates.”“So Nyla said. I’m not so sure we should
believe her.” Hayden’s eyebrow hiked upward, but he didn’t say anything. Nicholas smiled. “I can
see you’re interested.”“Maybe. I’ll have to think about it. Besides, there’s the problem of finding
them.”“I think we could catch their attention again if we tried hard enough. In the meantime…”



Hayden’s eyebrow went up again. ”You’re a wizard with those blasters.”Hayden shrugged. “It’s a
product of a lot of practice. That’s all.”“I was going to bring this up to Caleb, but…” He trailed off,
still frustrated and hurting over losing the Marine. “I think Scott could really use a mentor right
about now. Not just in terms of weapons handling. He’s pretty good with a rifle already, but I bet
you could provide him with a steadying influence, especially in terms of his outlook on life and
how he sees himself. He spent a year evading the trife, living off the land. He doesn’t like to talk
about it, but I know he’s been through things. Done things he’s not very proud of. I can see it in
his eyes. I see the same thing in yours. Well, your eye.”Hayden chuckled. “You want me to take
him under my wing.”Nicholas nodded. “You two would be a perfect fit. Better I think than he and
Caleb would have made. He’s mature for sixteen, but he’s still just a kid who doesn’t have a
father. I can fill that role to an extent, but I think you can relate to him a whole lot better than I can.
All Scott and I have in common is Luke, and all that involves is a lot of grief. Scott’s had too much
of that already. Losing Briar, and then Macey and Caleb has been...”“Hard on him. I
noticed.”“Even if he won’t ever admit it.”Hayden leaned back in his seat and sipped at his coffee,
considering the request. “This isn’t what I expected you to ask of me.”“I didn’t think you’d have a
problem with it. Scott’s a good kid.”“It’s not that,” Hayden replied, his gaze becoming distant. “I’ve
had a fair share of deputies.” He paused before looking at Nicholas again. “Most of them die.
Sooner than later.”“We’ve all lost more people close to us than our fair share,” Nicholas
answered. “You shouldn’t blame yourself for yours. We’re at war, and in war people die. Good
people. Knowing that doesn’t make the loss hurt any less, but realizing it helps you deal with it.
All of us would have died, not just Caleb and Macey, if you hadn’t stepped in to save us. And
then all of us would have died in the hangar if the Malfut hadn’t stepped in when they did. You
never know who’s living on borrowed time or who might be there to pull your irons out of the fire
at the last minute. All you can do is give your best to all of the people who follow you, and who
knows, some of them might just make it through all of this insanity because luck is on their side
or because of something you do right.”“I admit, that’s a pretty good argument,” Hayden said. “All
right. I’ll see if I can make some inroads with him. You figure a little marksmanship training might
break the ice, I take it?”Nicholas smiled. “I’m sure it would.” He swallowed the last of his coffee
and stood up. “I’m going to check on my wife. I appreciate your help and insight, Hayden. Thanks
for the chat.” He raised the mug. “And for making the coffee.”“Anytime, Nick.”Chapter
ThreeNicholas found Yasmin standing over the medibot. He could see over her shoulder, to
Dag’s right arm laying flat on the table. A pair of wires snaked up to a terminal from two displays
she had apparently pulled from the main compartment. One display showed a jumble of
numbers and symbols he definitely didn’t understand. The other had readable rows of numbers
and text he identified as computer code, but still couldn’t make sense of.Stepping up behind her,
he wrapped his arms around her and bent his head to kiss her ear. “You smell,” he said softly.She
smiled, reaching up to touch his face. “And you’re hairy,” she replied, scratching at the three
days’ growth. “But I love you anyway. I’ll shower once I’m done here.”Nicholas looked past her to
Dag. The bot’s chestplate rested on the table next to him, wires snaking into his chest too deep



in the cavity for Nicholas to see where they went. “How’s it coming?” he asked, releasing her and
moving to the side of the medibot.“I’m getting there. Slowly, but steadily,” she replied. “It took me
four hours to figure out how to hook into Dag. Another two to make a connection to the microbot
transceiver.” She tapped under her eye. “Of course the Axon wouldn’t implant anything that
couldn’t be updated remotely. I was just about to try downloading the microbot’s firmware to
Dag’s data store, and from there. pull out the translator service and delete the rest.”“That’s
impressive.”“You know I don’t like to brag, but yeah, it sort of is.” She smiled. “I couldn’t have
done any of it without the experience of working on Foresight. I didn’t realize until now how much
Axon code Grimmel integrated into the mainframe. Translated, of course. That’s how we fit so
much of it into off the shelf hardware.”“I take it the firmware is too big to copy over to our systems,
and that’s why you’re keeping it on Dag’s data store?”“That’s a good guess for a starship jockey,”
she replied playfully. “Actually, we have the space. But since the firmware includes Q-net
connection instructions, I figured it was safer not to put them anywhere near our life
support.”“Good call.”She leaned sideways to tap on the keyboard she had jury-rigged to the
medibot, entering commands to begin the download. A progress bar appeared a moment later,
its velocity suggesting a relatively small delivery.Tapping on the keyboard again, she smiled.
“Got it.” She looked at him again. “Fortunately, the Axon are immaculately clean programmers.
Everything is separated and organized into proper pure functions. The composability is mind-
blowing.”“Whatever that means,” Nicholas replied.“It means it’s really easy to separate the
translator service from the rest of the firmware,” she explained. “Along with its dependencies.”“So
once you have it passed over to Foresight, then what?”“I’ll have to write an interface so we can
access it, and then write a service to allow IO.”“You know, I love it when you talk nerdy.”Her new
smile didn’t have the same zest as the last one. “You know, all of this…” Her voice cracked and
faded. “I don’t think I appreciated you and Luke anywhere near as much as I should have.” Her
eyes filled with tears as they met his. Her lip quivered. “There’s no good time for this.”Nicholas’
chest clenched. He sensed the change in their atmosphere. The sudden tension around the
foreboding nature of the statement. He forced himself to stay calm. “What do you mean? For
what?”“When I was working in London,” she said softly. “I know you always thought something
happened there.” She bit her lip, exhaling sharply. “Peter and I…we...”Nicholas' fear faded toward
fury as Yasmin stared at him, her tears running down her face. Part of him was pleased his
suspicions hadn’t been off base. But that part couldn’t make up for the knife she had just sunk
into his chest.“Nick?” she said helplessly when he didn’t speak.“I want to hear you say it,” he
hissed coldly.“We had sex,” she admitted, shaking as she did. “Twice.”“Why?”“He understood me
at a time when you didn’t. He had time for me when you didn’t.”“And that’s my fault?”“What? No, I
didn’t say that. We both had our own missions to accomplish.”“You accomplished more than your
mission,” he spat, immediately regretting the comment. Her admission was rocketing through
him like poison, but going on the offensive wouldn’t help anything.“I just needed someone, Nick.
So did he.”“I didn’t need just someone, Yazz. I needed you. And I waited for you. And when you
came back, you buried yourself in your work and gave me the cold shoulder.” He clamped down



on his jaw to keep himself from getting outwardly upset. “And now I know why.”“I’m sorry,” she
whispered back. “It was an accident. A terrible mistake.”“No,” Nicholas replied. “You don’t
accidentally have sex with someone. Maybe we were estranged. Maybe things weren’t great for
us. I can accept that. To be honest, I’m not even that mad at you for having sex with somebody
else. I’m not stupid enough to think we were all champagne and roses.” He paused, fighting to
control the rising tide of anger and hurt. “But you could have told me about it a year ago. You
could have just come to me and admitted it, especially when I asked you if anything had
happened over there that changed your feelings toward me. You lied to me, Yazz.”“I know. I just…
I couldn’t bear the thought of bringing it out into the open right then, on top of everything else. I
did what I thought was best. For both of us and for Luke.”“Don’t drag Luke into this.”She nodded.
“I should have told you sooner.”“Why now?”“After what happened with Nyla and Koth…I didn’t
want either of us to die with that hanging over my head. I’m sorry, Nick. I’m sorry to spring this on
you now. I’m sorry I lied. I’m sorry I ever did it in the first place. I know you’re angry, and you’re
doing your best not to pummel me with it. That’s the kind of husband you are, and I should have
appreciated that more before now. I hope you can forgive me.”Nicholas stared at her. At that
moment, he wanted to see everything he loved about her in hopes it would obliterate the
pain.Right now, he could only see what she’d done to hurt him.“I need you to finish up with this,”
he said. “Stay focused. This is important for all of us. Love isn’t a light switch. I can’t just stop
because it hurts, but I need some time to process this.”“Okay,” she replied. “That’s more than
fair.”Nicholas turned away from her, making his way back to the ladder. He looked back before
climbing, watching her shoulders shake as she sobbed. Part of him wanted to go back to
console her and tell her it would be okay. He hated to see her cry, no matter the cause, but he
couldn’t bring himself to walk back over to her. He still had his pride.He scaled the ladder back to
the main compartment, thankful it remained unoccupied and that nobody had overheard their
conversation. Returning to the flight deck, he paused at the entrance when he saw Jennifer in
the co-pilot’s seat.“Jen, anything to report?” he asked.“No, Captain,” she replied. “We’re all alone
out here.”“Understood. I’ll take over from here. There’s coffee in the mess, if you’re
interested.”She looked up at him, correctly judging his expression. “I’ve never been much of a
coffee drinker, but maybe I should start.” She offered a concerned smile but didn’t say anything
as she deactivated her restraints and slipped past him off the flight deck.Nicholas slumped into
the pilot’s seat without activating the safety system. He lowered his forehead into his hand,
rubbing at it, his mind reeling. What was the point of being upset now about something that
happened so long ago? Even Yasmin’s lies were well in the past. At least she had admitted it to
him now without any additional prompting. At least she loved him enough now to tell him the
truth.That didn’t make it hurt any less.He raised his head, staring out of the forward viewscreen.
They were alone out here. Drifting. Waiting. How were they supposed to find Nyla in this layer or
any other? They didn’t have a reference point. No place to start.Or did they?His marriage was a
microcosm, easily dwarfed by the reality of their situation. Yasmin didn’t have time to be upset,
and neither did he.“Frank, open an external comm channel,” he said.“Yes, Captain Shepherd.



What frequency?”“All of the USSF standard bands,” he replied. “With encryption.”“Confirmed.
External comms are active.”Nicholas took a deep breath. Was it too much to hope they weren’t
as alone out here as it seemed?He had crossed time and space to respond to Max’s distress
signal. It would be a lot easier than that for the Coalition to respond to him.If they were
listening.Chapter Four“This is Captain Nicholas Shepherd of the USSF Foresight,” Nicholas
repeated. “Identification code foxtrot-one-three-three-seven. Requesting immediate assistance.
Coordinates, two-one-four-point-zero-niner, six-seven-seven-zero, one-four-one-point-six-six.
Power supply at critical levels. Propulsion limited to sublight only. If you can hear me, please
respond.”He leaned back in his seat, tapping his fingers along the top edges of the control pads,
becoming impatient and uncomfortable with the lack of reply. He had gathered the coordinates
from the threat display, but he had no idea how Frank had derived them. Did the ship’s AI
understand where they were in relation to Earth even though they were who knew how many
light years from home?He had spent the last thirty minutes repeating the distress call at ten
minute intervals, giving the message plenty of time to cross the distance between their position
and the debris field where Sedah had been. He planned to have one of the crew continue
sending it until either someone responded or the supercapacitors were fully recharged and they
could slip away unassisted.The only problem with that, they still had no slip destination in mind.
They had limited coordinates, and no idea how to locate the Axon and enlist their help against
Nyla. The Coalition could be their best link in this layer. Their best chance of moving the ball
forward.If they would just respond.Yasmin’s admission still sat like a ten ton brick in his chest,
but he had buried the emotions that came with it to focus on contacting the Coalition. He nodded
his approval, and she smiled before retaking her seat behind him.“This is Captain Nicholas
Shepherd of the USSF Foresight,” Nicholas repeated. “Identification code foxtrot-one-three-
three-seven. Requesting immediate assistance. Coordinates, two-one-four-point-zero-niner, six-
seven-seven-zero, one-four-one-point-six-six. Power supply is at critical levels. Propulsion
limited to sublight only. If you can hear me, please respond.”A knock on the flight deck bulkhead
drew his attention backward. Jennifer stood at the threshold, clearly hesitant to disturb him.
“Nothing yet, I take it.” she asked.“Nothing,” Nicholas replied. “I don’t know if they can’t hear me,
aren’t listening on these channels, or think it’s a trick.”“Maybe they aren’t out there,” she
suggested.“If they’ve maintained any of their historical protocols, they won’t abandon their
disabled ships for long. Not if there’s any chance there might be survivors on board. They’ll send
a scout to make sure the threat has passed, and then they’ll bring in salvage crews and a
hospital ship, assuming they have them. I hoped the distance would at least embolden them to
respond verbally.”“I see. Maybe they’re trying to decide whether or not to reply.”“Maybe. I can
picture that conversation.”“Well, we did shoot down one of their ships.”“Only because Nyla called
them pirates. I expected her to double-cross us, but not the way she did it.”“Even if you had
planned for exactly what happened, I don’t know that it would have turned out any
different.”“You’re wise beyond your years, Jen. I tend to agree, as much as it sucks to admit it.”A
short silence followed. Nicholas was about to repeat the message again, but Jennifer spoke up



first.“Captain Shepherd, are you okay?” she asked. “I don’t mean to pry. I just…”“I appreciate
your concern, Jen. I’m okay. Sometimes when it rains it pours. But I know how to swim.”“Well, I’m
sitting right here if you need an ear. Briar used to find a lot of comfort talking to me. She told me I
was a good listener.”“I’m sure you are.”Another short silence. Nicholas sent out the message
again.“Captain, are we going to die out here?” Jennifer asked.“No,” he replied. “We’re going to
survive. Even better, we’re going to succeed. With you or me behind the stick, we can’t lose.”She
laughed. “I’m not even close to your level, but I’m trying to get there.”“Just remember, we
succeeded where the other Foresights, the other Shepherds failed. Not because we’re the most
experienced or the best trained. Because we’re diverse, and because we take care of each
other.”“That didn’t help Briar or Macey.”“Briar died a hero. Macey…” He trailed off, unsure how to
categorize her death.“She had a good heart,” Jennifer said. “And she was brave when it counted.
She made me laugh. And Scott wanted to sleep with her.” Nicholas looked back at her as her
face turned beet red. “Sorry, I should have left that part out.”He couldn’t help laughing, which
caused Jennifer to laugh. “Thanks, I needed that,” he said when the moment passed.“Anytime,
Cap’n,” she replied, mimicking Macey’s accent.“USSF Foresight, this is Captain Ariane Locke of
the USSF Nightshade,” a sharp voice said over the comms. “Your request for aid has been
received. I…” Her voice faded, losing its crisp, commanding tone. “My superiors believe your
contact is an Axon deception, but to be honest, I’m not quite convinced. I’m taking a huge risk
talking to you, Captain Shepherd. Don’t disappoint me.”Nicholas glanced back at Jennifer, who
shrugged.“Captain Locke, if you can hear me, I...” He stopped abruptly when Frank sent warning
tones echoing across the flight deck. Eyes whipping to the threat display, Nicholas instinctively
started reaching for the control to activate the shields.Six Coalition ships had come out of
nowhere to fill the space immediately around Foresight, torpedoes locked. He recognized the
ship directly ahead of them from the prior battle as one of the ships he had allowed to
escape.“...I have no intention of disappointing you,” he finished, lifting his hands away from the
controls. “We surrender.”Chapter Five“Captain Shepherd,” Locke said over the comms. “As long
as your energy signature remains static, we won’t have a problem. The slightest surge, and I
won’t hesitate to send two dozen torpedoes up your aft. Do you understand?”“I copy, Captain
Locke,” Nicholas replied. “As long as you don’t give me a reason to need to defend myself, I’ll
remain static. Like I said. We surrender.”“Captain?” Scott said over the internal comms. “What’s
going on? Who are they?”Nicholas assumed the teenager was in the main compartment,
looking at the holotable or a feed from one of the terminals. “Our lifeline, I hope. Standby.”He
looked out at the Coalition ship dead ahead. His eyes traced the blocky vessel’s designation,
stenciled on the starboard side in faded and scuffed purple paint. Nightshade.“You’ll have to
forgive me, Captain Shepherd,” Locke said. “But trust is a hard thing to come by out here,
especially from a vessel with a confirmed kill against the Coalition. We’ll remain on high-alert
until you give us a reason not to. Like I said. My superiors believe this is a trap. I’m risking my
ships, my career, and my life on the fact that you let us run when you had us dead to rights in a
clearly advanced boat.”“Which could still be the groundwork for a trap,” Nicholas said. “Why take



the risk?”She laughed curtly. “Because one, I happen to be a history buff. Two, I don’t believe the
Axon are creative enough to come up with a ruse like this. Three, you didn’t blast me into space
dust when you had the chance. Four, I have a reputation as a risk-taker to uphold. I wouldn’t want
to disappoint my following. Circling back to point number one, not only are you broadcasting the
identifiers of a USSF starship that vanished over six hundred years ago, according to the
manifest, you have the same exact name. Combine that with two and three, and I’ve got
butterflies thinking you may somehow be the real deal. The USSF Foresight, back from the
dead. But it can’t be, can it?”“You have the manifest of a starship that disappeared six hundred
years ago handy, Captain?” Nicholas replied, doing his best to hide his surprise at this layer’s
position in the timeline as he knew it.She laughed again, clearly becoming more comfortable
with him. “I told you, I’m a history buff. And Foresight’s whereabouts have been a topic of great
debate over the years, to the point that some people claim the ship never really existed.”“Well, I
can put that argument to rest. We definitely exist, Captain.”“Tell me then, Captain Shepherd.
What are the names of the rest of your crew?”Nicholas bit his lip. He wasn’t carrying the crew
she expected. His Foresight was the anomaly. Unique across the stack. Still, he knew the
answer, unless things were different in this layer. “Sergeant Caleb Card,” he said. “And the
Vultures.”“That’s classified information, Captain,” Locke said. “Intel the Axon shouldn’t
have.”“Don’t let that convince you,” Nicholas countered. “Some of them have it. Some of them
have a lot more than you realize.”“What do you mean?”“It’s a long story, related to how a starship
and its crew vanish at one point in time and reappear six hundred years later for a run-in with a
certain USSF patrol commander.”“In cooperation with the wrong side,” Locke added. “Tell me
more about that.”“It might not surprise you to hear that we were misled. As soon as we realized
who you were, we stopped shooting. And convinced our allies to stop firing as well.”“Reason
number three. What I’m asking is how you were misled. How could you not know we’ve been at
war with the Axon for over a hundred years now?”“For the same reason I have no idea how you
can have a hundred year war with them when their tech is far, far superior to ours.”“I’ve got a long
story of my own if you want that answer.” She paused, as if trying to decide what to say next.
“This isn’t in any of the books covering the topic, but there have been rumors on the MilNet for a
long time that Foresight wasn’t a spaceship. That she was an experimental timeship that
obviously didn’t work, because she never came back. I never paid that much attention to them
outside the realm of fantasizing what that might be like, but now that you’re here, and I’m here,
the pieces fit. Am I right?”“You aren’t completely wrong,” Nicholas answered. “But it’s a little more
complicated than that.”“Isn’t everything? So, you show up here helping the Axon do what,
exactly? I mean, I was here six hours ago. So was a whole planet.”
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Drewster413, “A Glimmer of Hope.... Having read the four existing books in this series, I have
hope, as I think the Knights in the story have as well, that their quest will continue, to a
satisfactory conclusion for them, the universe and us avid readers.The appearance of one of my
favorite Forbes, gun-toting characters, has really enhanced a totally enjoyable ride for me. 'Nuff
said!”

Steven R. Kish, “a thoroughly fantastic ride!. As a kindle unlimited member, I’ve blazed through
around 150 novels over the last year. These four from M.R. Forbes are the absolute best material
I’ve had the pleasure of reading in that time frame, in this genre. Only one other series, in the
fantasy genre, kept me so rapt and unable to put it down. That was the riftwar saga by Raymond
Feist. Well done Mr. Forbes!”

Ebook Library Reader, “Loved It. I absolutely love any story with the Sheriff. And I absolutely love
this new storyline with the Knights. I love that they are anomalies but still relatable to the overall
story. Pleasantly surprised by learning what Luke's importance was.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Explains the sender's of the Trife.. If you have read this authors other
book series, this will solve A lot of questions about those books too. I found these books well
edited and put together. The reality portrayed is difficult to wrap ones head around...”

SiFy reader, “Superbly written. With characters we can relate to and entertaining. These books
are difficult to put down once started so be warned. The author is very good at story telling and I
look forward to his next book.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Just what I needed. Having read most of the other stories in this
universe, I was delighted by the cross character interactions. Love, love, love the ending and
hope to see more stories about the group at the end.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Excellent.. Hope wins through. After many more trials and tribulations
Shepherd and his crew prove successful, not that the outcome was really in doubt, and fly off
into the sunset hopefully to form a fighting force to oppose the Hunger. The action scenes are
gripping, even if the plot goes slightly crazy at times , but I liked it.”

Craig Moffat, “Brilliant. Once again M R Forbes failed to disappoint, another great final book.
Loving the universe since I first stumbled into the Sheriff, and looking forward to what will come.”

Dermot O'Neill, “Forgotten space book 4. Good read, Mr forbes raps up the forgotten series but
asusual leaves the ending open for a new series of books bring it on !”



Peter Rizzo, “It all comes together. Great integration of multiple characters as the storyline
progresses. An enjoyable read turned with my favourite character, Max, as a Central feature.”

Steve, “perfect. Another great book in the forgotten universe, great characters as always and lots
of twists and turns, so much action so good”
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