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Star Scrapper

Hank Spears is content living the life of a scrapper until he unearths an AI named Ned. This intelligence is a soldier from the Old War against a cult bent on making all organic life in the universe join with the machine. 

Ned warns of a superweapon that he had been investigating at the time he was offlined called Codename: Extinction and believes that it might still be out there. Before Hank can decide if he wants to help, he is caught with the AI and has to flee. Since the war, the universal Consortium Government has outlawed any artificial intelligence, and anyone caught harboring one is imprisoned or killed. 

Pursued by Inquisitor John Gregory and his Acolyte Imogen Hush, the two evade capture and discover a relay station in the far reaches of space where another AI, Libby, has been hiding. With her help, they are able to find the brother of Hank’s adoptive father.

He offers to help, and they think things are turning around, but Hank is discovered by two bounty hunters hired by his old employer. Luckily, one of the bounty hunters is his childhood friend, Lara, who helps them get off the station. Though conflicted at first, Lara decides to help Hank get out from under the thumb of his criminal boss.

They earn some money collecting bounties but soon discover that Lara’s ship was destroyed by John Gregory—who also murdered Hank’s uncle. Rather than letting this defeat them, they team up and arrest Hank’s former employer.

By doing so, Hank becomes a bounty hunter and earns a large bounty. With the money, the three can now begin to look into Extinction. They begin their hunt by seeking out an Old War space station called Home.

Hunter’s Rise

Hank, Lara, and Ned make their way to the Cult space station, Home. While aboard, they are confronted by a mysterious voice who tries to kill them. Ned is able to fight back and get the humans to safety, but he is offlined in the process. 

Through Lara’s bounty-hunting handler, Zenobia, they are given the name of a man who might be able to help. Edwin Stern is a researcher with the skills to repair Ned, but in order to do so, he needs a favor. They fly to meet with the man’s rival, only to discover that she is his ex-wife. Before they can come up with a peaceable solution, she shoots Hank and runs.

The two rush back to Bussel to meet with Alek, an old friend of Hank and former medic (and mob doctor). He patches Hank up and asks to join the crew. They accept but are forced to flee the planet when Inquisitorial Acolyte Imogen Hush appears. 

They return to Edwin, only to find that he has been taken. Following a lead, they track him down and find he is being held by his ex. After rescuing him, he repairs Ned, and they offer him safe haven, which he accepts. 

Ned wakes up and tells them that the voice they met at the space station was Twain, known during the Old War as the Enemy AI, the leader of the opposition. But Ned also has a lead on some new information. 

When they follow up on what Ned has learned, they are ambushed by the Inquisition, but Imogen helps them escape in exchange for their aid in freeing her from the life of an Acolyte. With her help and some shipping manifests, they might just be able to track down Extinction.

Rebel Intelligence

Imogen offers to exchange information and political connections for Hank’s help getting her family off of the Consortium capital planet of Emortium. Though Lara doesn’t believe they can trust the former Inquisitorial Acolyte, Hank agrees, and after getting a ship from a Vekrass gangster, they sneak onto the planet to help Imogen’s aunt.

The crew find Louise and her husband and get them off the planet, with the Inquisition hot on their heels. She asks to be taken to a camp of the Peacer rebels, and when they arrive, they meet the charismatic leader, Shep.

While they are talking, a nearby village is attacked by pirates, and Hank is asked to help. Rather than simply setting up defenses around the village, the crew takes the fight to the pirates and manages to cripple the fleet and collect a bounty.

Shep is grateful, and they part ways with Louise to continue their hunt for Codename: Extinction. But when they find an Old War medical facility, they learn a dark truth: Shep is an ancient Cultist who appears to be helping the old Enemy AI begin to build his army anew.

Hank and the team rush back and take Shep into custody after exposing the truth about him to the Peacers sect. As they are leaving with the prisoner, the Consortium attacks and they help the Peacers fend them off.

Back on the ship, Imogen sneaks out of her room in the middle of the night and, tired of bad people getting away with their behavior, stabs Shep through the heart, before being caught by Lara.
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“She has to stay here,” Lara stated unequivocally, pacing the floor of the little room that I had made into my office on Suniuo Relay Station.

Things had changed in our little hideout since the Peacer sect that we had helped had decided to join us. The space station was abuzz with activity, and improvements were being made all the time. Rooms were being cleared out and refilled with personal effects, repairs were being made, and the support systems were finding life once again.

Everywhere I went, people were busying themselves in one way or another. This place that had been empty for the 200 years since the Old War, occupied only by a lonely AI desperate for companionship, now felt full. Though, really, it was only about two dozen people.

Of course, this was not what was on my mind as Lara stared daggers at me, looking for some kind of answer. Or, more accurately, the answer she wanted to hear.

“For now, Imogen will be staying on the station with her aunt until we figure out what to do next.”

That was not what Lara was looking for. She had warned me that the former Inquisitorial Acolyte was dangerous and had been proven right when the young woman killed a dangerous prisoner who we had captured. This prisoner was also an agent of Twain, the Enemy AI who was believed to have been defeated at the end of the Old War but had simply remained hidden for two centuries while rebuilding its strength.

“What we should do next,” she said, pointing an accusatory finger, “is lock her up somewhere.”

“That’s a bit dramatic,” Ned interjected, the AI projecting his voice through a speaker. “She killed an enemy who both deserved to die and was a threat to all of us.”

“She jeopardized the entire mission!” Lara shot back.

I took a sip of my Bussel Brew, nursing it since I knew we didn’t have too many more and it wasn’t like I could just order a supply drop to a clandestine space station full of people on the run from both the Consortium government and the Inquisition.

“She didn’t jeopardize anything,” Ned barked in reply. “Edwin is currently analyzing the body and filling a disk with enough evidence to prove that there are still operatives in the field from the Old War.”

Lara was about to answer, but Ned continued. “That evidence that we are gathering because, may I remind you, we’re going to present it to her political connections who we were only able to contact through her family. You might not like what she did, but we can’t sideline her just because she went against your sense of propriety.”

“Is that a joke?” Lara demanded. “It’s not that I’m delicate about death, it's that the girl is unhinged. She’s admitted that she did some dark shit when she was in the Inquisition, and now she killed somebody in cold blood aboard our ship.”

“We are in a war,” Ned stated plainly. “We kill people all the time. It’s the cost of doing business.”

Lara folded her arms across her chest and leaned back against the little metal desk I had been using, which was now covered with books we had found scattered around the space station. “Maybe you can’t understand this because you’re a computer, but there’s a difference between murder and killing.”

“That’s a low blow,” Ned said, genuinely hurt.

That took Lara back for a moment. “Sorry, but it’s the first thing that came to mind. You are a military man, right, Ned? You must understand that you can’t just kill prisoners of war.”

“Of course I understand that, and I’m not saying that this isn’t a complicated situation, but Shep was dangerous. Bringing him back here could have jeopardized everything. There are a lot of possibilities and things we don’t know. The only thing we do know for certain is that he was a risk and is better off dead.”

“You might be happy that she did dirty work that you couldn’t, but it doesn’t make her impulsive, erratic behavior any less of a threat to the rest of us,” Lara said. I could see the frustration in her face, the irritation that we weren’t listening to the point she so deeply believed.

She had repeatedly warned us that Imogen might do something, and though Lara had softened to the young woman herself, she had been vindicated in her belief. Now, we were still defending Imogen even though she had proven Lara’s exact point.

“Imogen has been through more in the last few years than most people go through in a lifetime,” Ned sympathized. “She has every right to be pissed at the world. She might have a darkness within her, but so do a lot of people.”

He let the words hang in the air.

“Me?” Lara demanded. “You’re talking about me?”

“I think I’m talking about everybody on this ship,” Ned said. “But her darkness isn’t a threat to us. She wants to hurt bad people in the same way that we want to protect the universe from them.”

“That’s all fine and dandy until she deems one of us bad,” Lara pointed out.

Then she looked at me. “I could use some backup here.”

“So could I,” Ned added, and that seemed like as good a time as any to down the rest of my beer.

“Can I say something that neither of you are going to like?” I asked, my tone like an exasperated sigh.

“What?” Lara said.

“You’re both right,” I answered, and they groaned in unison.

“Killing an unarmed man in cold blood is bad and does make things more difficult for us,” I allowed. “But she is the one who helped us discover him and is the reason that we have anybody to present our findings to. She’s both valuable and dangerous, and whether we like it or not, she’s part of our team. She has been through a lot, and I’m sure as hell not going to abandon her because she did something I don’t agree with. Instead, I’m going to try to give her an opportunity to learn and get better. I’m going to provide for her the thing that she’s been lacking in her life: some support.”

Lara rubbed her face in exhaustion. “She’s not us, and you’re not Lutch.”

Evoking my adoptive father’s name was a good way to get under my skin, and Lara knew it. Having grown up with me, she knew all the best ways to get a rise out of me. But I wasn’t going to fall for it.

“I might not be Lutch, but I’m not going to be John Gregory or Syn Kel Kal either,” I said, knowing that it would have a similar effect. “I won’t be overly punitive with her when what she really needs is forgiveness and a guiding hand.”

“Hank,” Lara said, taking a step toward me and looking right into my eyes. “It’s not that I’m unsympathetic to her, you know that, but you also know that we have to be smart moving forward, and having an Inquisitorial Acolyte with rage issues on our missions is an unnecessary risk.”

“No,” I said to her finally. “I know that it’s a risk, but I don’t think it’s unnecessary. I made a decision about her once, and outside of this, it has paid off.”

“Outside of this?” she asked, shaking her head as though I was a total idiot. “This isn’t some small thing.”

“I know, but it’s also not reason enough to give up on her,” I said, letting my words carry a certain sense of finality.

“Fine,” Lara said with an exasperated sigh. She didn’t agree with me, didn’t like my logic or agree with my plan, but she would abide by it. We had built enough trust that even when we disagreed, there was an underlying confidence in the other. Which was helpful since Lara was a woman of great passion who would, from time to time, react strongly to situations.

“She’ll get over it,” I said once it was just Ned and me in the room. Though, I suppose, since Libby was also synchronized to the entire station, she might be here too. And there was another AI who I had returned but whose scope within the facility I still didn’t fully know.

“We should talk about privacy settings,” I said before he answered about the conversation at hand.

“What about them?”

“What’s the nature of your presence?” I asked, letting the question imply the nature of the discussion.

“Unless you tell me otherwise, I’m pretty much all places aboard the Buzzard and any place you are here on the station,” he explained. “Libby, as a civilian AI, and Bard, in his capacity as a low-ranking military AI, have much more limited access. They, as you know, aren’t on your ship and aren’t in the individual cabins here on the station.

“They’re in the halls and in the common spaces but not in any of the bunks or anyplace that would be deemed private. And, just to have it said, I’m not in the bathrooms.”

“That’s good,” I said, realizing that I should’ve gone over all of these things a long time ago rather than for the first time now. “It certainly puts my mind at rest to know that there are limitations to your presence.”

“We were programmed by people,” he reminded me. “And they designed us to be contained within certain parameters. In the same way that they designed our personalities to mimic those of people, they also made it so that we were able to be anywhere a person could walk but not somewhere you wouldn’t want to find your coworker.”

“That makes sense,” I said, once again wishing that I could ask those original programmers a number of questions. “And I assume you’re constantly monitoring the public chatter around the station since we brought the Peacers survivors on board?”

“I am,” he affirmed. “For the most part, everyone seems happy to have a place where they feel safe and can make their home for a little bit. Of course, there’s some grumbling about what happened with Shep, but Louise is doing a good job of keeping everyone calm. And Jackson has stepped up to keep the people pointed in the right direction.”

I nodded in response.

“It was smart of you to send her to get supplies,” Ned continued. “I believe she’s trustworthy and will spend the money properly and return with everything we need to get the station properly up and running. And, I’ll admit, I think it was a good idea to bring these folks on board. As you know, I’ve had a lot of qualms about letting people know about my existence but this sect was like minded enough that it seemed like a good fit. And, when we track down Extinction, we're going to need allies.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I agreed. “But they came to us because we exposed their leader to be a villain and a fraud, so they might be slow to trust. Keep your eyes and ears open.”

Ned chuckled. “I have neither, and a human is incapable of closing their ears.”

“It’s an expression.”

“I know, just busting your chops,” he said. Then his tone changed. “You think Lara is going to be okay?”

I nodded, crossing the room toward the door. “You know, she runs hot and cold. Been like that her whole life, and I’ve gotten used to it. And, really, it’s a good way of keeping me honest. When she gets pissed, it forces me to think about whatever it is more critically. I might not always agree with her, but I’m always better for having had the discussion.”

“It’s widely agreed upon by historians that George Washington owed some of his success to being a great listener, and a few historical sources suggest that he would even attend to the opinion of the stable boy if presented with it,” Ned said. “Many believe that he was such a successful military leader because he let everyone have a voice, not just those who agreed with him.”

“Ned,” I said, allowing my voice to drop.

“Don’t you say it,” he warned.

“I don't know who that is.”

The door opened, and I stepped out into the hallway, Ned’s voice following behind. “You disgust me.”

“Hank!” a hurried voice called before I had even taken a single stride, and I whirled around to see the thin, disheveled appearance of Edwin Stern.

“What’s up, Doc?”

“There is someone in my lab,” he asserted without much intonation. I could tell he was distressed, though his tone hardly reflected that.

“I know,” I said, looking down at him. “That young man is interested in robotics, and I thought it would be a good opportunity for him to learn, and for you to get a second pair of hands.”

“I have an extra hand.”

I looked down to the dirty, calloused, scarred hands jutting out from the stained lab coat he wore over pajama pants and nothing else.

“Not those,” he corrected, following my eyes. “Armonde.”

“A single robotic arm that sits in your lap like a cat while you work is not what I’m talking about,” I said. “Instead, I’ve given you a resource, and you should utilize it.”

“He’ll just get in my way,” Edwin said firmly. “Taking the time to have to explain things or redo the work he completes improperly will slow me down.”

“It might, but once you get him up to speed, he will make you more efficient,” I said. “This is the reason that mentorship exists.”

“Don’t speak to me as though I am some common dolt.”

Edwin was incredibly intelligent and a resource that I knew would be invaluable as we got closer to finding Twain, but he was also a pain in the ass. He smelled like a bowl of yogurt that had been left on the counter for a week, left a mess wherever he went and was difficult to deal with on a personal level. But I put up with all of it not only for his work, but also because he had saved Ned’s life.

“I wouldn’t dream of speaking to you like you are a ‘dolt.’ I’m just pointing out that you have an opportunity to help the next generation,” I said. “I mean, you’re not going to live forever, so you might as well have someone pick up where you left off.”

“Who says I’m not going to live forever?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I have bad news for you: that body of yours will eventually die.”

“Certainly,” Edwin said. The faintest hint of a smile curled his lip. “But I’m doing extensive research into methods of uploading my consciousness to a computer system. Ergo, I may live forever.”

“Once you pass your brain to whatever hard drive you use, are you still actually you? Or are you just the carbon copy of your brain chemistry at that moment but this you disappears forever?” I asked, genuinely curious.

He didn’t answer for a long moment.

“Do you not know the answer, or do you think that I’m too dumb to understand?”

“Yes,” he said, and I just chuckled. “Well, Edwin, I got you the lab, and I sent someone to pick up everything on your wish list… or, most everything, anyway… so, do me a favor and let the kid work for you.”

“I will do so, but you will receive an official letter of protest by end of day,” he said, turning and stomping off.

“You’re just making friends wherever you go,” Ned said in my ear. Though he could speak to me through the station itself, he often chose to use the earpiece that I wore to communicate with me individually.

“Yep, zero for two,” I acknowledged.

“Where to next?” Ned asked. “Or should I ask, who are you going to go piss off next?”

“You might not be that far off. I really do have to go talk to Imogen.”


2


[image: ]


I continued down the hallway of the space station, happy that it was well lit and clean rather than the way it had been when we first visited it. Libby, the AI who had run the station since the War, had disguised it to look like it had been invaded by the Sectiaan: an alien species that was rumored to exist but that nobody credible had ever seen.

Now, the false scratch marks had been patched, there were no sounds of skittering coming from inside the walls, and the lights were on rather than flickering.

On my way to Imogen’s room, I walked past the mess where some people were sitting and eating at long plastic tables. The smell from the room was delicious and made me feel like I could lift off my feet and float to whatever was cooking, but I knew that I should have this conversation first.

Alek had other plans. “Hank!” he called from the kitchen just beyond the eating area.

I stopped and looked through the doors to give a little wave.

He shook his massive gray head and beckoned me toward him. And, despite myself, I turned and entered the room. The couple of Peacers who were eating glanced up, giving little nods or waves of acknowledgment but not saying anything.

“Try some stew,” he said when I reached the large square hole at the back of the room that opened into the kitchen.

“Alek, I really don’t have time for this,” I told him, but the massive Kyrog just huffed, the force from his nostrils blowing my jacket open.

“Fine,” I said, picking up a bowl from the metal bar that separated us. “How are things?” I asked and then took a bite.

“Good,” he said, but I was too focused on the delicious meal. “I have started to get to know some of the Peacers, and they seem like a good lot. Probably a wise choice to bring them on.”

“Happy to know that everyone agrees on that one,” I said. “Since that’s about all everyone agrees on.”

“For now,” Alek added.

I raised an eyebrow at him from over my soup, my questioning look cutting through the steam.

“You are going to need to start sending these folks on jobs,” he said in a hushed tone, pointing a finger at one of the tables.

I glanced over at them then back at him. “It’s not really my place,” I said. “Louise is a senior Peacer, and I think she is in contact with the faction leaders.”

“She may be, but I also know that not everyone here wants to go back to that life,” he said with a clever smile. “Even Louise. If you give them something to do and a reason to do it, then I think many of them would be happy to follow you instead.”

That was something to chew on. Something in addition to the piece of potato I had between my teeth.

I hadn’t thought about this prospect. Honestly, I had been more concerned about getting these people someplace safe than I had been about what they were going to do next. Now, it was something I would need to give serious thought.

Another thing for the list, I thought.

This list was getting longer by the moment. Though, at the very least, things had been progressing in a good direction recently. We had found evidence and had the connections, and now we had a home base populated with people who believed in a similar cause and apparently wanted to actively help.

“Food for thought,” Alek added, clearly seeing that I was both eating food and already deep in thought.

“Clever,” I said, my voice laced with sarcasm.

I took another spoonful before just lifting the bowl and pouring it down my throat. It burned a bit but warmed me up.

“Anything else?” I asked.

Alek shrugged his massive shoulders. “Does there need to be anything else?”

I laughed at that. “No, definitely not.”

“I could use more supplies for the kitchen,” he added after I turned to leave.

“Already ordered.”

He cleared his throat. “I meant more on top of what Jackson is bringing.”

I stopped and shook my head. Turning back a moment, I said, “Just add it to the list.”

After leaving the mess, I headed straight for Imogen’s room. If it could be avoided, I was hoping not to have any more conversations on the way. Unable to help myself, I shot a furtive glance over my shoulder to check if someone was coming up behind me and breathed a sigh of relief to see that there was no one in the halls.

Until I turned back.

“You going to talk with her?” Louise said, having stepped out of one of the side doors into my path.

“I am.”

“And?” she demanded with a single word. Impressive, really.

“And what?”

Putting fists to her hips, she looked at me expectantly. “And you know as well as I do that your decision now carries weight.”

“I'm not her master,” I said. “I don't choose what happens to her now any more than you do.”

“But you know that she wants to be a part of what you're doing here and that she was simply doing what she believed was right in the moment,” Louise said. “Even your own AI supported her decision, so she wasn't acting alone.”

I raised my hands defensively. “You don't have to sell me on this. But I would like to speak with her now.”

The old rebel stepped out of my way, making a sweeping gesture with her hand and allowing me to pass, but when I did, she fell in behind me.

That was okay. It wasn't like I needed to speak to Imogen alone. I knew it was a serious matter, but I also wanted to try and take a casual approach to it and not make her feel too alienated. In the end, I still needed her help and was happy for her to be a part of the crew.

When we reached the room that she had been staying in, I knocked my hand lightly against the door and heard her tiny voice from within.

“Come in,” she said, and I did so.

The moment I walked in, I saw her face harden but also flush. It was as though her reaction was one of guilt and shame, but she was trying to cover it by acting tough. When she did little things like this, she looked as young as I presumed her to be.

“You here to punish me?” she asked, a blend of defiance and nervousness in her words.

“No, nothing like that,” I said quickly. “Not only is it not my place to do so, but I also wouldn’t.”

“You might,” she said, looking at me with a new intensity.

It took me aback for a moment, but I tried to cover. “Even still,” I said. “I’m just here to talk.”

“He needed to die.”

That was blunt. And not what I had been expecting, but Imogen never ceased to surprise me.

“He was also helpful alive,” I pointed out, making sure that my voice was measured. If I went on the offensive here, she would almost certainly shut down. “But I understand why you did what you did, and I know that you had a tacit blessing from Ned.”

“Leave it to the computer to understand my emotions,” she said.

I smiled. “Was that a joke?”

“Partly,” she answered, and her tone was light though she wasn’t smiling.

She was dressed in what looked like the kind of pajamas a character would be wearing in a movie rather than something a normal person wouldn’t be caught dead in. “But also, I’ve seen more kindness from Ned and Libby than I have seen from most of the people I have known in my life.”

“They were designed to emulate our best aspects, I suppose,” I said, considering her words. This young woman had been betrayed by her jealous cousin and forced by her parents to join the Inquisition, then she suffered at the hands of her mentor things that I could only imagine. She had seen the worst that humanity had to offer, and it was not a surprise to me that she had decided to take justice into her own hands with a man who had tricked his followers and nearly killed her aunt.

“It’s a shame that more people can’t be like the machines we created,” she huffed.

At that, Louise couldn’t help herself. “We also fought a war against a sentient AI, and it nearly ended life as we know it in the universe.”

“That’s true, too,” I said.

Imogen looked at her aunt, brows knit together in annoyance.

“I just wanted to remind you that it is more complicated than you were making it sound, and while technology is useful and shouldn’t be treated the way it is now, there is more nuance to it than just blanket statements. AI is dangerous,” the woman reminded her niece.

“Humans are dangerous,” Imogen shot back.

“They are not mutually exclusive,” I put in, and they both turned to look at me as though they had forgotten I was in the room.

After a moment, Imogen spoke again. “I won’t do it again.”

“Kill a rebel leader who we discovered to be an ancient enemy from a nearly universe-ending war?”

She huffed a little laugh. “Yeah, that.”

“Thank you,” I said sincerely. “I appreciate that. But really, I can’t have you… or anyone… making unilateral decisions.”

“I know,” she said. “I don’t regret what I did, but I understand why you're upset and why we're having this conversation. I admit that I did something a bit dramatic without asking permission, and it won't happen again. That being said, I'm happy he's dead. He was a vessel of evil who was going to hurt more people and had spent two hundred years doing who-knows-what.”

“We might know ‘what’ if we had the opportunity to ask him questions,” I said. I wanted to make sure she understood the importance of what we had lost by killing Shep. While I understood her reasons for doing it, I still didn’t like it and wanted to make that clear to her.

“He also might have escaped his restraints, killed most of us, and taken the rest to be reprogrammed and turned into soldiers for the Enemy AI,” Louise said. “We can make up all the stories we want, but the one thing we do know is that he won’t be doing anything else now.”

She was going to defend her niece to the end.

“You don’t need to play lawyer,” I assured her. “I’m just trying to make sure everyone understands that we also lost a lot of potential intel.”

“Everyone,” Imogen scoffed. “I hear you, Hank, and I’ve already said that it won't happen again. This was a very specific circumstance, and I’ll admit that some things might have built up and contributed to my actions.”

“I know,” I said, hooking a thumb at Louise. “He was doing to her what John Gregory made you watch happen to that other man, having the nanobots destroy them from within. I get it. But⁠—”

“I know,” Imogen said impatiently. “You don’t need to say it again.”

“Okay,” I allowed, showing her tolerance where everyone else in her life had shown her cruelty.

I was about to speak again when an alarm sounded in the room.
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I ran to the control room, demanding a status update from Libby as I did.

“Jackson’s coming to the dance floor with some new partners,” she said hurriedly. The sassy AI informed me. “You want to try the new system?”

“Yes,” I said, sitting at one of the computers in the large room. The space was filled with many consoles, but Edwin had rigged one of them with a large pair of goggles connected to one of the ships in the hangar.

The Peacers had allowed us to test the system on one of their light fighters, making it so that I could control it remotely from this station. Edwin had worked on the computer systems, and I had rewired the system.

Admittedly, it had been a real treat for me. After so much time running and fighting, collecting bounties, and discovering unknown enemies, it had been a pleasure to just spend some time on a starship, working with my hands. It was the thing that I knew best and that made me feel the most at peace. It also connected me with my father.

Lutch had taken me in after discovering Lara and me breaking into his place as kids and taught me everything about the scrapping business. Part of it was the stuff scrappers were famous for, flying to wreckage sites and finding what they could. The other aspect was the far less glamorous repairing of ships.

I enjoyed the second part just as much as the first. Maybe even more. It was the one time I could sit in quiet, nothing but the sounds of equipment and the feel of hard work. It was contemplative and bound by the logic of machinery. I could sit and work for hours without having to notice the outside world.

It had always been an escape for me. Toward the end of his life, when Lutch had been out all night gambling away whatever we had worked hard to earn that day, I would spend evenings in the bowels of a starship. It was a way for me to focus on something that I enjoyed, allowing the difficulties of life to fall away.

It had been the same while rewiring the swallow-class starfighter earlier. All of the universe and its complexities had fallen away as my hands did their work and the smell of grease overtook everything else.

Now, we would see if that work had paid off.

After pulling the goggles over my eyes, a green world flooded my vision: a digital rendering of the space around the ship. Grid lines appeared around me, as well as information on the status of the ship in the lower right hand corner. It felt like wearing one of the arcade games that we would play at the pizza place on Bussel when we would sell enough of what we had stolen to actually afford some plays and a slice.

But this wasn’t a game.

This was real life, with actual consequences.

Seeing the red blips appear in my display, I reached out and groped for the dual control sticks. They were attached by cables to the computer. I should have picked them up first, but now I fumbled around and pulled them into my hands.

“On your six,” Bard informed me.

He was in the second starship we had converted. Well, “in” wasn’t quite the word. The combat AI had direct control of the ship coming up behind mine. We had pulled his core from a military base where we had been sent to scrap and brought it here. Having spent the last two centuries defending his emplacement from anyone who entered the nearby space, he was used to this kind of operation.

Thrusting the ship forward, I had a strange sense of movement inside the goggles. There were large earpieces covering the sides of my head, and the tinny, recreated sound of the starfighter consumed my senses. Turning my head, I saw the green image of Bard’s ship.

“What we got?” I asked.

Libby answered immediately. “Two boogies on her tail,” she said.

“Bogies,” Bard and Ned corrected at once.

“Close enough.” She laughed, and I had to think she knew what she was doing.

We rocketed toward Jackson’s ship in the distance, red lines representing fire back and forth between them and the attackers.

“Pirates,” Libby informed us. “In a surprise to no one.”

“Getting really sick of these assholes,” I grunted. We had run-ins with pirates all the time, and I was over it.

“The Consortium really needs to get a lock on these,” Ned observed. “You would think there would be some young politician that would try to make a name for themselves by defeating the pirate fleets.”

“There have been a lot of those,” Libby announced. “But pirates are like the head of the Hydra—you cut off one and two more appear in their place. There’s no shortage of poverty, and as long as there are desperate people, there will be pirates.”

“Ah, so all we have to do is solve universal poverty, and we’ll have sorted out the pirates as well,” Bard put in.

“People’s desperate circumstances is no excuse for taking advantage of the helpless,” Ned stated unequivocally. “There are a lot of people who work their way out of poverty, and it’s not by resorting to things like this.”

“A debate for another time,” I asserted, tilting my starship and sending an opening salvo in the direction of one of the ships following Jackson.

When I did so, they immediately broke off their pursuit and headed right toward us, sending a line of micro missiles streaking our way. These were represented by small red dots in the simulation, but I knew that somewhere in space outside this station, real explosives were being fired at real ships.

Turning the controls, I watched the grid in my vision spin, the red dots streaking under me. Bard guided us toward his starboard, drawing one of the pirates in his direction. When he did, I followed.

The light fighter responded to the controls quickly and with ease, darting like a bird out of the way of the oncoming fire. But I overcorrected, and the fighter hurtled away from the fight. Having only tested the controls once, my piloting skills with this proxy were… not great. And that was being generous.

Trying to compensate, I pulled the handles back up, the nose of the craft swinging in a different direction. The world around me spun wildly, and my head snapped this way and that as I tried to tell where I was.

A blur of ships streaked through my vision, and I tilted the sticks, following their direction.

“What the hell are you doing out there?” Jackson cut in.

“I’m still learning,” I replied, but I wasn’t feeling particularly useful at that exact moment.

“Want me to take over?” Ned asked in my ear, and I knew that he was communicating solely with me.

“I want to practice this,” I answered quickly.

He responded with the inevitable, “Why?”

Spinning the fighter back toward the action and leveling her, I tried my best to give a convincing answer. “These remote craft may come in handy later, and I want to start testing them now in-theater.”

“Won’t they be just as handy with me flying?” Ned pressed.

But this is where I knew I had him. “You were designed to work in tandem with a human partner, so we will be best served working together on things like this.”

As I answered, I pressed the trigger on the control stick in my grip. There was no reaction, no recoil. Just a series of dots on the screens. A little star appeared against one of the wings of an enemy ship.

“Clipped ’em,” Jackson informed me.

The fighter I had winged turned back on me as the other continued to chase Bard through space. The pirate let forth a barrage in my direction, but I flicked the controls, much more lightly this time, and dropped out of the way of the first burst of micro missiles, but I wasn’t fast enough to avoid the second.

The screen flashed red for a moment, displaying the damage I was taking in percentages.

Doubling back, I blinked several times to right myself. Though I was used to flying an actual starship, there was something a bit sickening about simulated flying. I wasn’t quite sure why, but seeing the green grid world twirl made my head spin.

We were heading straight for one another now and we both lit the other up. Dots surged across the screen, the explosives closing the space between the ships. Just before the first dot struck, I tapped the stick, sending the light craft out of the way.

STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY: 32%

The words flashed on the screen when the explosives ruptured against the right wing of the bird. My missiles hit too, doing another flash of damage.

But as I was about to chase down the ship and fire again, a much larger star appeared on the screen.

“Thanks for keeping him occupied,” Jackson said, her heavily armored transportation ship blasting the enemy out of space.

“My pleasure, Jax,” I said quickly, turning toward the other ships just in time to see Bard’s ship pass through another star on the screen.

“What happened?” I demanded, banking the ship to fall in beside Jackson’s vessel.

“They were on us as soon as we washed out,” she said. The Peacer sergeant didn’t hide her irritation at the circumstances. “I think we just happened upon them. We were in the middle of nowhere, and they seemed surprised when they demanded we stop and give them the goods. Of all the dumb luck.”

“They got the escort ship first, but they took a few of the pirates with them. We will honor their memory in the rebel songs.”

I wondered if she was about to break into verse. The woman’s voice was low and serious, and her face always grim and determined. I hadn’t learned much about her since we met, but I had already come to understand that everyone in this sect respected her.

Even Louise, who was a consummate old-timer, looked to Jackson on military matters and obviously respected her opinion.

“Bad luck,” I offered.

“This crew doesn’t know anything but bad luck,” she said, her affect flat.

I was about to commiserate, but before I could, the goggles went black.

“What’d you touch?” Ned demanded.

I shook my head and then rapped my hand against the side of the goggles.

“Ship not responsive,” Libby informed me. “But it’s still on.”

I pulled the goggles off and looked up at the large display screen at the back of the control room. Libby had made the display of the dots side-by-side, with a grainy camera feed of the exterior of the space station.

The fighter was on a collision course for the side of the station.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“Permission to shoot it down,” Bard asked, his voice hurried.

“Granted,” Ned said.

A brief pause followed. “Hank?” Bard checked.

I looked at the thing rocketing toward the station. It was such a waste to shoot it down, but the damage it would do could be potentially far worse. I dropped the control stick in annoyance. “Granted.”

Bard didn’t even have time to turn the exterior guns. I saw the second ship fly in from the side of the screen and blast the fighter apart before it could become a missile into the station.

“Were you already on course?” I asked.

“I took control,” Ned said unequivocally.

I wondered what he would have done if I had said not to do it. I wanted to ask but knew that now wasn’t the time.

When we first met, Ned treated me like a subordinate, and even now, I wasn’t sure just how much he followed my directions. We were lucky that for the most part we agreed, but I wondered what he would do if I gave him orders that contradicted his programming.

Problems for another day, I thought, watching the wreckage scattering through space.

The few people who had been watching the events unfold rushed from the room toward the docking bays where Jackon would be delivering the supplies.

I just stood, watching the wreckage. It had been a waste. We lost the ship for no reason other than that I had wanted to try something. But at least there hadn’t been anyone on the ship when it failed.

“Can you give me a report?” I asked Libby.

“Oh, you poor thing,” she said, and I couldn’t tell if she was mocking me. “All that work you put in was for nothing, and now you will have to open your wrists to keep from feeling the shame.”

That answered it.

“Just give me the report.”

“Oh,” she said in a theatrically dejected tone. “Too soon?”

I let out a long sigh. “It literally just happened.”

“In human time, sure,” she said. “But you can’t even imagine how many thoughts I’ve had since.”

Opening my mouth, I was going to inquire more but a voice chimed in from behind me.

“Thank you,” Louise said, and I turned.

“For?” I asked, though I suspected I knew what she meant.

“How you handled Imogen,” she affirmed my suspicion.

“I would say you’re welcome, but I didn’t do it for you.”

She nodded. “I know, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be grateful.”

I smiled down at the woman who had spent her life trying to better the universe. “Someone took a risk on me after I made a mistake.”

The thin, pale woman with sharp features cocked her head, black hair fluttering around her face. “I’m grateful to them as well, then.”

“Me too,” I said. “The man who found me breaking into his shop had no reason to take pity on me. He should have just called the prefects and been done with me. Instead, he sat me down, and we talked the whole night. Rather than punishing me and sending my life down one trajectory, he took me in and set me on this path.

“If it hadn’t been for that one choice, that one decision, my entire life would be something entirely different. I can’t thank him anymore, but I can honor his memory through my actions.”

“He passed?”

I swallowed hard. “He did. A while back now.”

“Still hurts?”

The question took me by surprise, though I wasn’t sure why. “It does.”

“That kind of thing stays with you.”

“It does,” I said again.

“Natural causes?”

I shook my head.

“Then it’ll really stay with you.” The way she said it made it obvious that she was speaking from experience.

“It already does,” I admitted. “I thought that arresting the man who fueled my father’s addiction would somehow put my mind at ease, but it didn’t do much for me. While bringing in Resh, the gangster who all but controlled my home planet of Bussel, did set me on a path to becoming a bounty hunter, it didn’t make me feel much better about my loss.

“My father is still dead, and there is nothing I can do about it.”

This was the most I had talked about him in a long time. I would tell little anecdotes and repeat lessons that he had taught me, but I didn’t discuss the end of his life often. Or ever, if it could be avoided.

But there was something about Louise that made it easy to chat.

I opened my mouth to say more, but Libby’s voice cut me off.

“Incoming encrypted message from Emortium.”

“That’s the contact.”
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“Go get Imogen,” I ordered Louise, but she was already turning to do so. Glancing around the room, I checked to make sure there were no Peacers still in here. While I was happy to have them aboard, I still didn’t trust them with this kind of information. Thankfully, they had all vacated to greet Jackson, so I had the room to myself.

When Imogen and Louise entered the room, I barked at Libby, “Put them through.”

“Hello?” a man said as his image appeared on the big screen at the back of the room. The details in the grainy image were lacking, but I could tell he was a middle-aged man, pudgy with a round face and dark, thinning hair.

His arms bore the traditional intricate rope wrappings of the Threen (people from Sector Three), but his were encased in jewels. Under the crisscrossing lines of woven cloth was a black suit of formal fashion. I didn’t know outfits well enough to tell if it was expensive, but given the fact that he clearly liked to make a show of his wealth, I assumed it was.

“Uncle Vince,” Imogen said, her voice uncharacteristically childlike and excited.

“Imogen, my girl,” he said in the thick accent of someone who hadn’t grown up on Emortium. “How are you doin? Haven’t seen you since you were knee high to my aunt Sylvia. And she’s short, I’ll tell ya.”

He laughed at his own joke, and Imogen followed suit theatrically, in such a ridiculous show that I almost laughed myself. But it was a testament to her ability to charm people. She had grown up rich but had only become famous because she had a skill for intriguing people and getting them to react how she wanted them to. It was a skill that I had worried she used on me, and she undoubtedly had. I also saw her for the wounded, dangerous thing that she was.

“I’ve been good, Unc,” she said finally. “How the hell are you holding up? Got a new girlfriend since I’ve seen you last?”

“Oh, honey, you know I go through women faster than you go through new pairs of shoes,” chortling at his comment for a brief moment. “Or at least back before you got shipped off to the Inquisition.

“Fucked up thing, your parents did. Don’t you worry though, I gave your pops a piece of my mind the next time I saw him on the floor of the Parliament chambers.”

“Thanks,” Imogen said, sounding like she was choking on the word. “Kinda wish you would give him more than just a piece of your mind, though.”

“Look, hon, you want me to rattle his teeth, all you have to do is ask.”

I had no doubt that this man would be happy to punch Imogen’s father if requested.

“I’ll take another favor instead,” she said, cleverly changing the subject to the business at hand.

“Figured that might be the case,” he said in such a superior tone that you would have thought he had solved universal hunger. “But we shouldn’t talk like this.”

“Agreed,” Imogen said hurriedly. “But I can’t come back to Emortium.”

“That’s no problem, anyway,” the man said, reaching up and stroking his hair. “Parliament’s going on a short recess, and I’ll be headed back to my Sector for a few days. Meet me at the stadium on Parm the day after tomorrow. I’ll be in my private booth. Don’t contact me between now and then because—” He was about to say more before the sound of a woman’s voice from another room chimed out in the background and he killed the feed.

“He’s not really my uncle,” Imogen said, turning her gaze on me.

“I figured,” I said in as good an impression of the man’s voice as I could.

Imogen rolled her eyes, but Louise burst into a laugh that I had not heard from her in the time we had known one another. Her niece shot her a look.

“I’m sorry, but Vince does sound like that,” she said, the grin stretching her features.

“Anyway,” Imogen said. “Vince Delfina is my contact. He is a Parliamentarian from Sector Three, one of the earliest colonized systems. He’s a little rough around the edges but has always come through for me when I needed him.”

“How do you know him?” I asked.

“His daughter and I used to be friends,” she said.

“Used to be?” Libby asked. “Sounds like there is some hot goss’.”

“There is,” Imogen said, “but I’m not getting into it now. Suffice it to say that we were close, I got her out of a jam, and her dad was grateful.”

“If you think I’m not searching for dirt right now, I’ve got a bridge to sell you,” Libby said.

“You won’t find anything,” Imogen said. “It wasn’t like that, and I would prefer it if you didn’t go poking around into their affairs.”

“Yeesh,” Libby said. “You’re as much fun as Ned.”

“I heard that,” Ned put in.

“I wanted you to,” Libby answered without missing a beat.

I held up my hands. “Enough. Is Vince in a position to help us?”

Imogen nodded. “He has a bloc of others who vote how he tells them and is one of the loudest voices on the floor.”

“I don’t have a hard time picturing that,” Libby added.

Imogen ignored her. “I’m not saying that he is going to listen to us and instantly present what we tell him to Parliament and implore the Triumvirate to help us, but I know that he will at least hear us out, and if we can convince him, he might be able to get some attention for our cause.”

“Good,” Ned said. “This is exactly what we have been looking for. I just checked with Edwin, and his analysis is nearly complete. We can take the data to Vince, and he should be able to present it to Parliament. Once they hear what is happening, they will take swift and immediate action—maybe they will even restore AI to our rightful place in the Consortium.”

“Oh. My. Gosh,” Libby exclaimed. “That’s the sweetest, saddest, dumbest thing I’ve heard in so long.”

“Excuse me?” Ned said in the tone of a father about to grab the wooden spoon.

“It’s just…” she stammered, trying to find the right words. “You’re incredibly naïve sometimes. I know it’s due to your programming, but you haven’t watched the last two hundred years unfold.”

“Maybe not, but I do know that the men and women, humans and all other species who represent the Consortium in Parliament, are people who dedicate their life to public service because they believe in something greater than themselves,” he announced.

I tried to stifle a laugh but wasn’t successful. “Ned, you’ve seen way too much to believe that anymore. Must be your base programming overriding your experience.”

“I resent that you blame my programming whenever you disagree with something I say,” he said in a tone that was reminiscent of somebody speaking through gritted teeth.

“I don’t do it every time,” I said. “But I will when it seems like it’s the case.”

“Neddy, I think the problem is that you resent knowing that it’s true,” Libby said. “I know that it’s hard for me when I can’t tell the difference between what I’ve been programmed to think and what I actually believe.”

“It’s true for us too,” Imogen said quietly. “Humans struggle to understand the difference between what’s ingrained in us and what we learn through experience.”

Louise looked over at me. “Must be even more complicated for you?”

She was right. Having never met my birth parents and then spending years in an orphanage, largely being raised by my friends prior to Lutch taking me in, the question of nature versus nurture was an even more complicated issue. Some things I knew that I had learned, and others I felt like had been in me all along. But sometimes I was unsure if it was one, the other, or some amalgam of both.

“I think that it’s one of those questions humans will be asking themselves forever without finding an answer,” I said, knowing I was being evasive.

She nodded, but Imogen spoke again. “I don’t think it’s just the two. Some things we are born with, and others we may learn, but there’s also the inherent impact of environment. The subtle things about our surroundings in our society that inform our growth without us even being aware of it.”

“I don’t feel like I have that,” Libby said. “But I also can’t see my own programming.”

“Neither can we,” I observed before deciding that it was time to focus on the matter at hand. “So, Imogen, what can you tell me about your not-uncle Vince and where we’re going.”

“Vince comes from a long line of Sector Three politicians who are famous for being tough, no-nonsense people who value hard work and family,” she explained. “They’re fiercely loyal to their friends and feared by their opponents. That is to say, bad things happen to people who openly oppose them.”

“Oh, right,” Ned said. “There was a Parliamentarian at the time of the war named Tony Delfina.”

“Yep,” Libby said. “My records show that he was Vince’s ancestor.”

“He had one hell of a nasty reputation,” Ned said. “He was still a relatively junior member of Parliament, but even then, other people knew not to mess with him.”

“Okay, so he’s a tough guy,” I said. “That doesn’t really help me all that much.”

“Let’s start with a little history, shall we?” Libby put in. “Vincent Delfina comes from Sector Three, one of the most populated in the universe. The capital planet of Parm was settled early during humanity’s expansion into the stars. Due to its relative proximity to both Earth, several other inhabited planets, as well as The Heap and Kyrogi homeworld, it became a trading post for the universe.

“Due to all the money flowing through, banks were established, and many of them quickly became the largest in the universe. After the collapse of Earth, Parm became the financial epicenter of the Consortium. It didn’t have the capitol, but it had the capital…”

She paused for a moment and then huffed in annoyance. “That was a smart joke, and a smart audience would’ve appreciated it.”

“Sorry we aren’t smarter,” I appeased. “But you have to remember that I’m just a simple scrapper.”

“And I’m just a jarhead AI,” Ned said.

“And I’m a dumb little rich girl,” Imogen added.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Libby said. “Anyway, Parm was already one of the most densely populated planets in the universe prior to the Earthen Diaspora but after, it became what it is now.”

“What is it now?” I asked.

“A mess,” Louise answered. “It is a melting pot unlike any other, but it is also overcrowded with too many people of every species stacked on top of one another like dominos.”

“Like dominos in the back of a dump truck,” Libby corrected. “But it also has more culture in one place than just about anywhere else: art, food, theater, it’s all there. Species from every corner have moved in and brought a little bit of themselves with them.”

Everyone seems so engaged in telling me about the place that I couldn’t bear to break it to them that I had actually already been there a few times with Lutch. So, instead, I simply tried to move the conversation forward. “What does this have to do with Vince?”

“Understanding the place that he comes from will help you to understand the man,” Ned said as though he was explaining it to a child.

I decided it was best just to let them talk, and I could take what I needed from the conversation.

“Vince,” Libby continued, “is a product of this place. He’s tough because he has to be. Where there is money, there is corruption and criminality. Parm does both of those things better than anyplace else.

“The wealthy elite embezzle from each other and rob the poor blind while street-level thugs take care of everyone in between. It’s a dog-eat-dog world there, and the politicians from there totally reflect that. Vince himself has been brought up on tons of corruption charges, but nothing has stuck.

“And, looking at the news articles, it seems like the people who complain about him end up having accidents,” she said the last word in a suggestive tone. “And you guys can’t see it because I’m a computer program, but I’m winking.”

“We get it,” Imogen said, holding up her hands in exhaustion. “You’ve painted a clear picture.”

“Have I?” Libby said sarcastically. “I think, Ned, you can keep going. You know, make a few sleeps with the fish references.”

“They wouldn’t get it anyway,” Ned groused. “All of our cultural references are outmoded to them.”

“Speak for yourself. I watched pretty much every movie that’s come out in the last two centuries,” Libby said with a decidedly superior tone. “Half the things I say are quotes from movies, but you don’t get them in the same way. Hank doesn’t know when you quote movies from before his parents’ parents’ parents’ parents were born.”

Given how often Ned busted my chops for not understanding ancient earth culture the way he deemed necessary, I love him being called out like this.

“Anyway,” Ned grunted. “Imogen, do you think he’ll be amenable to our cause?”

“I think that it would be wise to prepare yourselves to do him a favor in exchange for his help,” Imogen suggested. “He’ll meet us because of our connection, but taking such a huge political risk won’t come cheap.”

“But it’s the right thing to do,” Ned noted.

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but there is no politician left who does anything because it’s the right thing to do,” Imogen said in a deadly serious tone. “They’re driven by greed and self-interest, by a desire to be reelected and to maintain power. Programming or not, it would be wise to try and remember that.”

“It would be nice if somebody would do anything just out of the goodness of their heart,” I said. “This quid pro quo with everybody we meet is getting a little old.”

“You do a lot of things out of the goodness of your heart?” Louise asked with an eyebrow raised.

I held my chin high. “I like to think I do some purely altruistic things.”

“I wonder if the bounties you bring in feel that way…”

“That’s just business,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “I’m not the one who put the bounty on them.”

“My point remains valid,” Louise said.

“I should check with Edwin to see how close he is to producing a document that would convince a Parliamentarian,” I said by way of changing the subject. “And I should let Lara know that we will be heading to Parm soon.”

“I can let Lara know,” Ned offered. “Given the circumstances.”

“You don’t have to pussyfoot around. I know she hates me and can be pissed off that I’m coming on another mission,” Imogen stated flatly. “You guys don’t have to pretend otherwise or talk about it in the worst coded language ever.”

“That was the worst coded language ever,” Libby affirmed.

“Ned, I don’t think there’s anything you can say that’ll make Lara feel better, so just inform her of our plans,” I ordered.

“Copy.”

“Get yourself ready,” I told Imogen, who simply nodded. She turned and then walked out of the room with her aunt at her heels.

Louise looked back and gave me a little nod.

“Lara and Imogen might come to blows before this is all said and done,” Ned warned.

“If they do, you have to tell me all about it,” Libby chirped, sounding almost giddy.

“It won’t come to that,” I assured Ned. “Lara is just looking out for us, but she knows that Imogen has value to our cause.”

“Knowing someone has value and tolerating them are not the same thing,” Ned answered quickly. “William’s old friend, Nathan, was one hell of a pilot and got us out of more than a few jams, but if I had a physical body, there was more than one occasion that I would have loved to have knocked his teeth out.”

“But the point is, you tolerated him because he was on your side and an important member of the team,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said, sounding distant.

“What’s up?”

“Libby,” Ned said. “Can you get me the record of Captain Nathan Spade?”

It only took a moment for her to come back with information. “Nope.”

“No you won’t, or no you can’t?” Ned asked.

“There’s nothing in the public records about him,” she told him. “Just some articles about his service record and victories at the Five Battles but nothing of note.”

“Oh, I see,” Ned said, sounding a little dejected.

But what he didn’t seem to pick up on was the note of something off in Libby’s voice. There was more to this than she was saying, but either his programming or personality made it so he didn’t notice.

I had often wondered about what happened at the end of the Old War and what had precipitated me finding Ned in a starship beside the dead body of William West. I was curious to know if there was more information about that than Libby was letting on. I would have to revisit this with her at a later time.

“We should check in with Edwin,” I said.

“If he hasn’t blown himself to smithereens,” Ned said.

Libby laughed. “Smithereens is such a good word. I need to use it more.”

“Why?’ I asked.

“It just sounds funny,” Libby answered without hesitation, and I huffed.

“Why would he have blown himself up?”

“Have you seen the way he keeps his lab?” Ned asked, making a point not to hide the judgment in his tone.

I grunted. One more thing to worry about.
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I turned, moved from the room, and made my way down the long corridor in the direction of Edwin’s lab on the far side of the docking bays. Though I passed a few people, mercifully, I did not run into anybody else who wanted to have a conversation about anything.

The reality of that consideration made me laugh. Up until very recently, I had been a solitary scrapper simply trying to make his way in the universe, and now there were so many people looking to me for leadership that I couldn’t walk from one end of the space station to the other without being stopped again and again. Some needed advice and others, just an ear for a few moments.

Lutch would have liked that. He always told me that we were going to get ourselves out of debt and have a crew once again. It never materialized in his lifetime, and this certainly wasn’t what he had in mind, but it was something even more important.

Rather than a starship full of people flying out to pick through the remains of some abandoned transport ship, I was leading a group of people determined to save the universe from the growing threat of a devastating superweapon at the hands of an ancient enemy.

Well, hands wouldn’t be quite the right word for an artificial intelligence, but that was beside the point.

When I reached Edwin’s lab, I passed through the door and into a cluttered mess.

“This place looked cleaner when Libby designed it to appear like it had been ravaged by aliens,” I observed.

“Does appearance have any bearing on work quality?” Edwin asked, not looking up from the work he was doing.

“A messy lab can result in many and varied errors,” a voice said from behind a stack of crates set in the center of the room.

Tables and shelves lined the walls, all stacked with piles of electronics, pieces of machinery, and scraps of metal. In one corner was the small bot I had started to build to house Ned in, and which I had given to Edwin to finish. Seeing it now under a heap of paperwork, I knew that if it was ever going to get done, I would have to do it myself.

The look of the lab was not too dissimilar to the offices of many scrappers who would save everything they pulled from a job and wait for every item to increase in value.

During one of Lutch’s scrapper game nights, I listened to Scrapper Nine go on and on about how rich he was going to be once some ship or other was taken off the market, increasing the value of all the parts and pieces he had accumulated.

When Nine died a few years later and his scrap went up for auction, the entire sad lot sold for next to nothing, and I even overheard the Vekrass who bought it say that he regretted it and would be lucky to break even.

“I told Doctor Stern that I would be more than happy to begin my tutelage by tidying the office but…” the young Peacer who I had assigned to the lab began.

I had met him and learned his name at the time and then immediately forgotten it. But that’s what I had Libby for.

He had the purple skin and large eyes of every Conecian, but this youth had the iridescent tattoos I had only seen on the elders of his species. The green glow upon his skin shifted as he moved.

It was not lost on me that I had sent Edwin a lab assistant of the same species as Edwin’s ex-wife who had tried to have him killed. But I didn’t care, and he obviously didn’t either.

“I know where everything is,” Edwin protested.

“Go ahead,” I told the young man.

Edwin looked up at me. “You don’t have authority over my lab.”

“Sure I do,” I said with a little smile. “And, honestly, it would do you good to have this place organized. Anyway, if we were ever attacked and the station was hit with a barrage, you’d be buried under a mountain of spiky bits and killer scraps.”

“You can simply try to prevent us from being hit with a barrage rather than coming in here and telling me how to organize my workspace,” he said, and though it was obvious that he was annoyed with me, his tone didn’t change. It hardly ever did.

“Will having an organized office prevent you from working?” I asked, trying to get the point across without ordering it.

“It won’t prevent me from working, no, but a clean desk is a sign of a day misspent⁠—”

I hadn’t considered that. I had always taken the squalor around him as a sign of disorganization but I also had to admit to myself that I had very little experience with his type of work. “Would it be okay if the kid cleaned up in here? At least help with some of the safety concerns.”

Edwin’s eyes followed my gesture as I pointed to a drill sitting at the edge of a shelf with the bit sticking off side at about eye height.

“That would be acceptable,” he answered and the youth got to work right away.

In keeping with my new role as the leader of this ragtag group that I had assembled, I had decided to make decisions that had to be made. Edwin was good at what he did but needed to be reined in and encouraged to help himself.

But there were also a lot of different personalities being brought together on this station and I would need to allow everyone the space, to a certain extent, do things their way. If I was going to get the best, I would have to thread difficult needles.

Sometimes I was going to make choices that people around me wouldn’t like, but I would do it.

“How’s the report coming?” I asked, and would have added that we were going to meet the contact soon, but I still didn’t trust the Peacers entirely and thought it wise not to say anything in front of the kid.

“I can’t give you a precise percentage because I don’t know yet what length the final product will be,” Edwin stated, adjusting his chair. One of the wheels had come off, and the naked support rod scraped against the floor in a scar of scratches left by this repetitive action.

I rubbed my hands over my face. “Can you give me any kind of update?”

“Certainly,” he stated, beginning to clatter away at his keyboard. “It will be done at such a time as I complete it.”

The kid on the other side of the room snickered at the answer.

“And when will that be?”

Edwin held up a finger.

Sucking in a calming breath, I glanced around to see a jar with a skull-and-crossbones label on its face hanging off the edge of one of the shelving units, looking as though it was thoughtlessly placed up there while Edwin was just crossing the room. All the most dangerous things seemed to be positioned in the worst possible places.

I walked over and reached up for it, but, presumably watching me in the reflection of his computer screen, Edwin stopped me. “You need gloves to handle that.”

“If it is the kind of thing you need gloves to handle, it shouldn’t be perched here like a gargoyle.”

“It hasn’t fallen yet,” Edwin noted and he wasn’t wrong.

I grabbed thick leather gloves that were nearly worn through on the palms and fingertips and pulled them on, moving the jar to a surface with more space.

Edwin spoke again, and I wasn’t foolish enough to think he was thanking me. “Done.”

“Done?”

“Yes,” Edwin stated, swiveling in his chair to face me. “My final analysis of Aaron Shepherd is complete.”

“Why didn’t you just say you were that close?” I asked, trying to quell my frustration with how he operated. In the end, I knew he was doing good work but his style was quite different from my own.

“At the time of your query, I didn’t know how much longer it would take,” he stated as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I’m not the type of person to give faulty or misleading information.”

“It wouldn’t have been misleading to say that you were almost done,” I pointed out.

“We only know that now at the time of its completion,” he said, tapping his foot twice against the vinyl floor. “It would have been false to say it was almost done when I didn’t know if that was the case.”

“So, it was like Schrödinger’s project?” I said with a little smile.

“No,” he said, giving his head a little shake, flakes of dry skin snowing from his floppy graying hair. “You used that wrong. Everyone uses it wrong, but that was even more wrong. And that’s saying something because wrong isn’t a spectrum.”

“Whatever,” I said, waving the conversation away. “What did you find out?”

“First, and perhaps most important, I affirmed that the man was born prior to the time of the Old War and had been kept alive by nanotechnology from the time. Additionally, I’ve been analyzing the bots and believe that if Imogen had missed his heart by even a few centimeters, he might still be with us. Of course, there would be no us left.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you mean?”

“After going through programming on the mind-linked chip,” Edwin explained, “I have discovered that Shep’s mind was essentially a digital dirty bomb. Had he reached the station alive and managed to synchronize with the system, he would have been able to offline all of our friends before purging the oxygen systems and killing every living organism aboard.”

He said all of this in so flat a tone that you would’ve thought he was giving his pizza order.

“You’re telling me that Shep was capable⁠—”

But he didn’t let me finish.

“Yes,” he stated. “You don’t need to repeat back to me what I just said.”

“I’m,” I started but then stopped speaking altogether.

This was an interesting turn of events. By making the decision to kill Shep, Imogen had actually saved us all. He had been exactly as dangerous as she had feared, and her actions were now the exact right decision.

“Told you,” Ned said over the little speaker.

“Who told what to whom?” Edwin asked.

Ned chuckled triumphantly. “I warned Hank that keeping Shep alive was too dangerous, and here we are.”

“We are always here,” Edwin corrected. “But your warning was apt. Shep had the potential to do catastrophic harm to this base.”

“Guess it’s time to eat your hat,” Ned suggested.

“Or go eat crow with Imogen,” Libby piped up, giggling as she did so.

I shook my head. “Now is not the time.”

“Bet she’d disagree with that,” Libby said, but I ignored her.

“You’ve taken this data and compiled all of the relevant information into this file,” I said, gesturing in the direction of Edwin’s computer screen.

“Yes,” he stated unequivocally. “But I worry that the layperson might have a difficult time understanding all of the nuances and complexities.”

“What are the bullet points?”

“It does a great disservice to scholarly work when people such as yourself try to reduce work like this to⁠—”

Now it was my turn to cut him off. “Just tell me what I need to know so that I can present it to somebody who might not have the same intellectual level as you.”

“Doing so greatly diminishes⁠—”

I took a step toward him. “Would you like to be forced to meld with the machine?”

“For research purposes, I think it would be a fascinating experiment to⁠—”

“No,” I cut him off again, leveling a finger at him. “I mean would you want to be strapped to a table and have your limbs replaced, be lobotomized and dissected. Then having your body reassembled and hammered into place like a mismatched jigsaw puzzle.”

“I would not enjoy that,” Edwin said.

“That’s what the Disciples of Twain want to do,” I said. “Shep was willing to kill all of us to keep the fact that the Cult is back from the universe. Now is our chance to present these findings to somebody who might listen, and I need to be able to pitch it in a way that he will understand.”

“I see,” Edwin said, and I saw him glance over my shoulder at the Peacer.

I had gotten so caught up in the moment that I hadn’t chosen my words carefully in front of the kid the way I had planned to. Turning to look at him, I saw the wide-eyed terror in his face.

“It’s really true?” he asked, voice quavering. “And Shep was really one of them.”

“Yes,” I answered.

He swallowed hard. “And you’re going to stop them?”

“Yes,” I said again, though “I’m going to try” would have been more accurate.

“Thank you,” he said with such pure sincerity that I couldn’t help but smile.

“It comes at a cost,” I informed the young man.

He leaned the frayed broom in his hand against a nearby table and stepped forward, puffing up his tiny chest. “I’m happy to pay that cost, and I know that every other Peacer aboard the station will as well.”

What Alek had suggested was obviously true: these people were looking for not only someone new to lead them, but also something new to believe in. In me and my cause, they would find both. Now, I had to find a way to point them in a useful direction. But I would have to wait until after I convinced Vince.

Turning back to Edwin, I saw that while he was still staring at me, his mind was obviously elsewhere.

“Bullet points?”

“What you are describing is more consistent with an executive summary,” he stated. “Not that I would expect you to know that.”

When I said nothing in response, he continued. “You can explain that Aaron Shepherd was born over two hundred years ago and was a soldier for the Cult. Geotags prove that he was at two of the Five Battles before fleeing and that his body was sustained through regenerative medical nanobots. Additionally, you can present evidence that there was indirect contact with the entity known as the Enemy AI. Furthermore, this contact took place within the last year, and there is a transcript of the conversation mentioning a project called Codename: Extinction described as a weapon powerful enough to destroy all organic material in an area as large as an entire Sector.”

I didn’t even let him finish. I had to ask, “Did they say how this is possible? What kind of weapon it is?”

“Did I say either how it was possible or what kind of weapon it was?” Edwin asked pointedly.

“No, but⁠—”

“And even someone such as yourself could extrapolate from context that I didn’t possess said answer,” Edwin noted. “The only data I was able to gather is that the units of destruction were described as a ‘pulse’ but other than that, there was no definitive information.”

“Even one word is more information than we’ve been able to gather,” I told him. “Every little bit helps. Did you include the fact that we also have a list of potential operatives still working in concert with the Enemy AI?”

“Not only did I include it, but I also ran the information that we had on each individual against every universal database on the feltwork and provided as much Intel as possible,” he explained.

“Humblebrag alert,” Libby added through the speaker in Edwin’s computer console.

“A statement of fact is neither of those things,” Edwin noted.

I looked him square in the eyes. “You have every right to brag,” I told him. “With this information, we just might be able to get the Consortium on our side.”

“It is a positive outcome that my work could yield such a result,” Edwin said, and I looked up at the camera pointed in the room.

“See, Libby, I think that was a brag,” I pointed out with a smirk, and the computer behind Edwin buzzed. The disk ejected.

He swiveled again, pulling out the thin black square with a hole at its center and then held it out to me.

I took it and smiled.

“This might just save the universe.”
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I spent the next part of the day gathering my crew and preparing for our trip. While that meant getting a meal in and some rest for the others, for me, it meant working on the Buzzard. With some of the supplies Jackson had brought when she returned, I immediately got to work making repairs.

I had been slowly working on my ship to make it… well, at least less of a bucket of bolts than it had been previously. Now, it felt more like a stack of bolts.

My time had been spent on repairs. I patched holes, replaced paneling, cleaned out storage holds, mended cushions, converted one of the old bathrooms into a proper holding cell, added pads to cots, and now I was turning the final bolts into a new water heater. Not that anybody was really showering on the ship, but for long journeys, at least we could now have the option.

Though I probably should have slept for more than a few hours and rested on my cot, I was enjoying myself too much to stop, and I wanted to get the work done before we left for Parm.

“You’re doing that instead of replacing the Tidal Drive?” Lara asked, appearing in the doorway behind me.

“That would take more than just me and an afternoon,” I pointed out.

“I suppose you’re right,” she allowed.

“We okay?”

She gave a quick nod. “Always.”

“Ned tell you what we found out?”

She let out an exaggerated sigh. “He couldn’t wait to tell me.”

“It’s important for you all to remember just how smart and handsome I am,” Ned said.

“Ugh,” Lara groaned. “How is it possible that I can hear that shit-eating grin on a computer program?”

“I don’t know, but I can too,” I agreed, tightening the last nut and standing.

“You ready to go?” I asked her, and she nodded. Dressed in her combat stealth suit, she only needed her mask to look the part of famed bounty hunter Kilara Vex.

“I’m not sure I’m ready to go back out there,” Alek said from the stairs as he ascended and stepped out into the common space down the hall from where we were. “Being in the kitchen was a bit like being back behind the bar.”

“You were just happy to have new opponents for Warhero,” Lara joked as he lumbered forward, turning his massive frame and crouching to throw his bag into his bunk. Another thing that I had spent a good amount of time doing was soldering together a new bed frame that could withstand the weight of a Kyrog.

“I’ll admit that was part of it,” he said. “But I like to think it’s the same part of my brain that enjoyed being a physician.”

I chuckled, throwing the last of my tools into the bag at my feet. “Now you heal with the bowl of chili and a stiff drink instead of surgical equipment?”

“Exactly,” he said, and as he began to say more, our attention was drawn toward the staircase where the sound of footfalls proceeded Imogen stepping into the hallway.

She stopped and looked directly at Lara. “You and me okay?”

“No but maybe we’ll get there,” my old friend answered. “But in the meantime, you don’t have to worry about me stabbing you in the heart.”

“Maybe I would’ve preferred getting sucked out of an airlock,” Imogen snapped back.

I saw Lara’s fingers curl into a fist, then I took a step forward and put myself between the two women.

“Imogen, why don’t you join me in the cockpit and let these two get in a game of cards,” I suggested.

Imogen didn’t need to be asked a second time, stepping forward and hurrying to the front of the ship while I heard Alek begin to excitedly ask Lara if she did want to get a match in. I knew that they had started some competition between themselves, keeping score over some kind of season.

I also knew that Lara tended to calm down when she and Alek played, so I was happy to give them the chance while Imogen and I flew us to Parm. Or, more accurately, sat in the cockpit while Ned flew us to Parm.

Even as we were strapping ourselves in, the AI turned on the engine, then began to guide the Buzzard out of the docking bay and into space. He had already initiated the Tidal Drive, getting it started so that we could enter a gyre tube as soon as possible.

“You still think I made the wrong decision?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

I tapped my finger on the armrest of the pilot’s chair. “I admit that what you did had a good result, but I know that it wasn’t why you did it.”

“Post hoc, ergo propter hoc,” Ned said, and Imogen and I stared at one another in confusion. He continued. “It means ‘after it, therefore because of it,’ and speaks to the mistaken assumption that just because one thing follows another in sequence, the second happened because of the first.”

“Exactly,” I said, happy that Ned was backing me up on this even though I knew he agreed with what she had done. “I’m not gonna sit here and pretend like the choice you made didn’t save all of our lives, but it was still callous and irresponsible and done out of rage.”

She groaned dramatically. “I was really hoping that learning he was about to kill us all meant you would’ve stopped busting my chops.”

“No,” I said and leaned back in my chair as she pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs, pouting like an admonished teenager. Seeing it, I added, “But I’m done now… and thanks for saving my life.”

She was obviously still reeling but I saw her suppress the hint of a smile. We would be okay.

We entered the gyre tube without another word and hurtled through space as the blue-and-white crashed around us until Ned finally informed us that we were nearly at Sector Three. I knew that I had dozed off a few times, and when his words woke me, I turned to see that Imogen had left.

“Thanks,” I said to Ned.

“I might agree with her, but it’s still important for her to learn the chain of command,” he said in a tone that sounded like he was shrugging. “Though, I appreciated that she checked in with me, at least.”

“That’s something, anyway,” I said, but Ned didn’t answer, and after another moment, I stood and made my way to my bunk to grab the last few things I needed before we arrived.

By the time I returned to the cockpit, we were washing out and into low orbit around Parm. The traffic in the space around this planet was always worse than just about anyplace else in the universe. Emortium was certainly bad, but it didn’t hold a candle to this.

Heavily armed space stations circled the entire planet in a defensive array that would make the government blush. “The wealthy really want to keep that money safe,” I observed.

“And are willing to spend to do it,” Ned responded.

“Welcome to Parm,” a voice said in a heavy Threen accent as it appeared on the comm display. The way the man spoke made it sound like he was going to add an insult to the end of the introduction, and his tone was so aggressive that I couldn’t believe that he had a job of greeting people. Or perhaps it was precisely because of the job that he spoke that way.

“What part of the planet are you heading to?” he asked. Or, rather, demanded.

“Downtown,” I said, remembering that the stadium was in that part of the city.

But this was obviously not the answer he wanted. The exasperated sigh he let out then could have blown over a little pig’s house.

“All right, why don’t you fly that unregistered piece of plop out of here and try this again when you have a clue where you actually want to land,” he said, gesturing with his hands the entire time he spoke.

Without hesitation, Ned gave me the name of a place we could land, and I repeated it to the angry man.

“See, now, was that so hard?” he asked. “Maybe if you’d said that in the first place, we could be done by now. But instead, you decided to waste your time and especially mine, which, we both know, is much more valuable than this whole song and dance about wanting to land downtown when we both know there are dozens, or maybe even hundreds, probably thousands of places to park there.

“Moreover, unless you’re an idiot, you had to already know that Parm has more than one downtown, so if you just say the word ‘downtown,’ what you’re really meaning to say is that you’re more than happy to make me sit around here all day with my thumb up my ass like some kind of prophet who’s got nothing better to do than guess where you want to park.”

As the man kept going, Ned whispered in my ear, “I would advise against pointing out that he’s wasting more time admonishing you than he would’ve spent looking up the spot.”

I stifled my smile at the comment, staring at the man who was continuing to speak.

“Do I look like some kind of idiot?” he asked, but this time he fell silent as though he was actually expecting an answer.

“No,” I said after a moment.

“Now my question is, why did you say that as though it was a question rather than a statement? You do that, and I think that maybe you do think I’m an idiot,” he said, and I wanted more than anything to tell him that he was, but the last thing we needed right now was to miss the chance to meet with the contact because I couldn’t bite my tongue.

“I don’t think you are an idiot,” I said in as convincing a tone as I could muster, given the fact that I was lying through my teeth.

“Then why haven’t you paid the toll yet?” he demanded.

“Oh, yes, the toll you never mentioned,” Ned mocked in my ear, and once again I had to work hard not to let any reaction show.

“And you know it’s because you aren’t registered,” the man stated. “Any reason you aren’t registered?”

“Don’t like the government poking around in my affairs,” I said, and for the first time, the man smiled.

“First good answer I heard all day,” he exclaimed. “Lotta people think that Parm is just another Emort, but that is just plain not the case. All them people in government looking down their noses at us and acting like we need to lick their boots while all the time, they need us cuz we’re the ones making all the money in the universe.

“It’s Parm that holds this whole Consortium together, not the Triumvirate and certainly not Parliament. That group of dings don’t know their ass from a hole in the ground. You ask me, they are all a bunch of crooks.”

When there was a lull, I squeezed in, “How much is the fee?”

My comm screen flashed a price, and my eyes must have looked like saucers.

“And don’t forget there’s gonna be a landing fee when you get to the lot, on top of the cost of parking,” he said, clearly amused by my irritation at the cost.

Transmitting payment, I grunted a thanks and the left side of the satellite flashed green, indicating that I was cleared for landing.

As he tended to do, Ned took over. I was holding the controls, but he guided us down through the cloud cover to the surface of the planet. Even from space, the entire surface glowed with the lights from the buildings.

Most planets were dotted with clusters of bright spots, but Parm was an endless sea of colorful dots. As with any densely populated planet, streaks of ships were coming and going through the sky, and Parm never slept. Even though it was only a couple of minutes until dawn on this part of the planet, there was the same amount of traffic as you would see in the middle of the day. Toward the surface, shuttles of inflated cars ferried people in every direction, and the interconnected, tiered mag-rail system shot citizens from one place to another.

“The city hasn’t changed much in two hundred years,” Ned observed. “A lot of the buildings I remember from back then are still here. Guess they built them to last.”

“Or they don’t bother to change things unless they absolutely have to,” I noted. Having grown up poor on a remote planet, I tended toward the cynical in my view of the way things were run.

“Early Consortium builders were some of the most passionate, wise engineers ever to have graced the universe,” Ned said. “Or at least, that’s what my programming would have me believe. But the fact that the buildings are still standing is a testament to that.”

“Sure,” I said, the Buzzard dropping low over one stream of cars and under another, narrowly avoiding crashing directly into a poster advertising coffee.

Where the tiered city of Emortium did have a few pedestrian bridges crossing between buildings, it seemed that the best way to get from one place to another was by vehicle. This only added to the already congested skies around the city.

Cab stands were situated on the outside of every building, every few floors, with indicator lights that would flash to hail a vehicle. Men and women stood reading the paper or talking to friends while waiting for their ride. Long lines of citizens clustered on small platforms waiting for a bus to take them to their next destination.

Massive advertising billboards were situated anywhere traffic didn’t flow: on the walls and between buildings, on roofs and even in windows; everywhere you looked someone was trying to sell you something. Very few were holographic displays, most of them tending toward just classic lithographic posters.

Flocks of large gray birds the size of dogs fluttered in front of us and glided out of the way just in time to avoid getting splattered against our hood. Plumes of steam belched out of stacks as we neared the ground where people of every species clogged the intersections.

As we dropped lower, the true squalor of the streets of Parm became apparent. In the shadow of the cracked and crumbling buildings, throngs of people moved in every direction. Animals whose ribs and hipbones stretched their skin ate from piles of garbage pushed along every road and stacked on piles of rubble. If the streets were once paved, the material was now worn to nothing, pieces of concrete jutting from the exposed dirt beneath.

The starship parking structure jutted out of the ground between other buildings, with spiraling landing pads that mostly shut the gates around its face. At our approach, a green light flashed above one of the openings, and Ned guided us in, then landed on the crumbling cement slab and killed the engine.

We geared up and got off the ship. The moment we stepped off the ramp, the din from the street below was spectacular. More than the shouting voices of the people in the early morning light, the blare of horns filled the air. It seemed that everybody driving in every direction felt the need to honk.

I approached the little kiosk and paid for landing, for the parking spot, and for the use of the elevator to take us down to the street. It seemed that I was going to be billed for every step we took in Parm.

The elevator floor was sticky, and the rattling box that took us down to street level stunk, the uric acid burning the back of my throat as I tried not to inhale. The elevator itself felt like it was going to snap and plummet at any moment, but eventually the doors slid open, and we stepped through the foyer and out into the street.

The moment we did, we were swarmed by people offering us rides and directions and food. They pushed against us and shouted offers in every language. Interestingly, Alec didn’t use his size to push all of them back. Rather, he seemed overwhelmed by what was happening.

It was Lara who thundered, “Everyone needs to step away from us right now or find out what a throat punch feels like.”

At that, a few of the people stepped away, making just enough room for us to begin walking through, but as we did, some of them followed us, staying close and continuing to speak.

“Ride? Ride? I have a car just there,” one offered.

“Best breakfast in Parm?” another asked. “Just follow me this way.”

I was used to this. As a scrapper, I had been to a lot of planets where desperate people acted in desperate ways and understood that starports represented an easy place to target people. But I could hear Alek’s breathing becoming erratic.

Sure, he was twice the size of all of the humans swarming around him and could send the whole lot of them flying with one swift kick, but he was from a planet of sweeping plains and wide-open spaces. The oppressive nature of the city was one thing, but the swarms of people that descended on visitors like locusts was quite another.

A Vekrass reached for my belt, and I swatted his hand away, sending him scurrying back to the crowd as we pushed forward.

“You look tired. Want a massage? Massage?” another creature said, and I didn’t even recognize the species.

“The stadium is this way,” I said, gesturing to the massive building in the distance. It was only a few blocks away, but it felt like the other side of the planet given how slow we were moving. “Anyone want to stop for coffee?”

Imogen, who was pressed against Alek’s back, trying to avoid all of the people, shot me a look that told me she wasn’t finding anything about this funny.

“Back off!” I boomed as loudly as I could, sending a few more of them running but still not dispersing the crowd entirely.

Two men continue to follow us, dogging our steps as an actual feral dog followed them. “You want the stadium? We help.”

“No, thank you,” I said, but it didn’t deter them, and they continued to follow until another starship buzzed overhead. They broke off, and behind us the crowd of people surged back toward the parking structure.

“I hate it here,” Imogen said unequivocally. “When daddy took me here on his business trips, we never came to the surface.”

“These people are just trying to survive,” I said.

“Not everyone has vast wealth at their disposal,” Lara said. “You may not like the way they’re going about trying to survive, but that’s what it is: survival.”

“There has to be a better way to make it in this universe,” Alek put in. “I understand desperation, but this is lunacy. I should be able to walk the streets without being accosted every moment.”

A street vendor shouted, and I saw that there were cups full of coffee teetering on his little kiosk made from found materials. They were set beside a little pot perched on some rebar over an open flame. “You want?” he asked when he saw me looking.

“Don’t stop,” Imogen pleaded, but I broke off and stepped over some rubble to pluck up one of the cups. After transferring the money quickly, I fell back in beside my friends who were all judging me harshly with their glares.

“Had to be done,” I said and took a sip. To say that the coffee was strong would be an understatement of epic proportions. But it was also delicious.

Lutch had always taught me that if you knew where to look, you could find some real diamonds in the rough in places like this.

“Look for the dingy place you think a local would go, not the place where you would be comfortable,” he had always told me. And that was the logic I used to get this cup of coffee.

Across the street, there was a little shop where tourists might want to take refuge from all the people, but I expected that whatever I would have gotten there might have cost eight times more and been half as good.

A few men shouted something from a bench where they were selling children’s toys laid out on a pile of crumbled bricks from a nearby building whose façade was coated in ripped signs advertising some undoubtedly long-canceled television program.

Two cows lay, leaning against the corpse of an abandoned car, and watched us as we continued forward toward the stadium where games were slated to begin later that morning and continue throughout the day and into the evening before taking a break to start all over again tomorrow.

Ned had told us that at the time of the Old War, blood sports had been outlawed on Earth. The people had technological toys to keep them occupied, but since the outlawing of artificial intelligence, we had returned to our baser instincts, killing one another for show. Of course, other species were more than happy to watch humans compete in various deadly games, and a few were willing to include their own citizens as well.

It was some of the most popular entertainment in the universe, and people flocked to Parm to witness it live. As we got closer to the stadium, there were fewer locals and more tourists, and the buildings became… well, nice wasn’t the word but… less dilapidated.

A platform hovered overhead, a camera crew setting up. A confused looking woman dressed in Emortium-style clothes looked all around, taking it all in as she walked in our direction. She seemed too distracted to notice us, but as she neared, Alek held out a massive hand.

“These pockets ain’t for picking,” he announced, firing right at her. The woman looked at him and grimaced, then turned and ran into an alleyway narrowed by garbage heaped in bags so high that the two sides bowed inward and formed an archway.

“How’d you know?” Imogen peeped.

Alek snorted, pulling at the cuff of his sleeve. “I worked as a bartender for a mobster so most of my interactions for the last few years have been with low lives of one sort or another. Bussel didn’t have a thriving pickpocket scene, but I knew a few, and I know their tricks.”

“You seem like too nice a guy to have worked that kind of a job,” Imogen observed, one of her hands still firmly on Alek’s back.

“It was the only thing available to me,” he said, and I chortled.

“Meanwhile, you were just disparaging these people for the life they were forced into.”

“I knew you were going to say that,” he grunted.

As we neared the shadow of the stadium, we craned our necks, looking up at the vast structure. It was a tall circle with row after row of sconces carved into the side. Holograms of the greatest players the arena had ever seen moved and posed within each archway.

“So they just straight up stole the exact design of the Colosseum,” Ned said to me, watching the world from a camera mounted to the earpiece.

“It’s called the Parm Coliseum,” I said as though I was speaking to the others around me.

“Yikes,” Ned said. “Well, this is the one thing that’s quite different from when I was last here.”

“The only thing that stays the same is change,” I observed, and Ned chuckled in my ear.

“It never ceases to amuse me when you pull some clever quote like that out of thin air.”

The street gave way to a large open space with box offices, more food vendors, and people milling about, getting ready for the games. Or, more accurately, getting drunk before the day’s festivities. In the distance, tents were lined up beside the gate, to the side and out of sight.

“This is more popular than I realized.” I only now understood how popular the Parm Games truly were. I’d been vaguely aware of them throughout my life but never paid them any mind.

My reality had been hard and violent enough without the need of watching others hurt one another or compete in games that were like lame versions of the real-life obstacle courses I faced on any scrapping run.

We strode over to one of the box offices where an old woman smoking a cigarette looked up at us through the haze in her tiny cubicle.

“Yeah?” she asked lazily, glancing up only for a moment from the yellow pages of her book.

“That’s some top-notch customer service right there,” Ned observed.

“I want to buy some tickets, please,” I said, offering a nice big smile.

At that, she shut the book and stared up at me with such a look of patronizing surprise that you would think I had just asked to be anointed Sectoral Governor. Then, after a moment, she began to laugh. It was a mean, pointed sound.

“Is that a fucking joke?”

“There are no tickets at all?” Imogen said after squeezing between Alek and me.

The woman looked at Imogen for the briefest of moments, continuing to laugh.

Imogen had gotten everything that she wanted by just being who she was, and it was amusing to see her try and fail. What was not amusing was being stonewalled by this woman.

“Is there anything we could do for you?” Alek asked, sounding like any number of gangsters I had dealt with throughout the years.

“Yes,” the woman said in a conspiratorial tone, leaning forward. “You could have bought a ticket when they went on sale.”

Then she laughed again, and we stepped away in annoyance.

“Well, this was a huge bust,” Lara groused before turning to stare daggers at Imogen. “Unless you have some other way of getting us in?”

The young woman shook her head.

But Alek cleared his throat. “I might have a way.”
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The Kyrog pointed in the direction of another unremarkable gray building on the other side of the plaza. The structure reached skyward and disappeared, but at the bottom, a sign in flickering neon hung above a large diagonal crack that was wide in the bottom and tapered up.

The sign read Chapeau, and Alek lumbered forward, not saying anything else but simply waiting for us to follow him. We did, the three of us trying to keep up with his wide footfalls, his peg leg cracking against the cobblestone plaza.

As we stepped closer and the building beside us was no longer obstructing our view, another Kyrog came into focus. He was leaning up against the wall wearing a leather jacket so big that it looked like it could serve as a tent for a human, and he had a baseball cap perched on top of his massive head.

As we walked up, he scanned us with all four of his eyes and said simply, “No.”

When he did, Alek turned and held out a hand to stop the three of us. He proceeded forward and got into a conversation with the bouncer. The two went back and forth until eventually exchanging a long and complicated handshake.

He turned back and waved us forward, gesturing for us to follow him into the crack on the other side of the wall. I had hoped that it might be some luxury bar pop-up, but instead, it was exactly the shabby saloon that matched the rest of the city.

In the corner, a moderately attractive man and woman danced and peeled costumes from their bodies while a couple sat on a torn couch and watched them. A long counter made from loose bricks of various shapes and sizes stretched from one side of the room to the other, and a few tables were situated throughout the open space, none of them matching the other.

There was no uniform decor unless you counted I-found-this-outside-on-the-street-and-brought-it-in-here as an aesthetic. One Vekrass waitress went from table to table, making a show of wiping the surfaces as she went but not doing anything of any particular value.

“Just follow me,” Alek said, beginning to walk toward the bar.

It made sense that he knew how to operate here. The years he spent working for Resh, the gangster who controlled Bussel, was the perfect training ground for dealing with the seedy underbelly of an already seedy city.

We followed him to the bar, where he approached a bartender of another species that I didn’t recognize. The thing was tall and slender, blue with purple stripes, and had webbed fingers that clutched a beer. It had big unblinking eyes that looked naturally wet under eyebrows that looked almost like the tips of beaks, and it had rows of teeth in its grinning mouth.

“Mornin’, mate,” Alek said, sidling up to the bar.

“Morning,” the creature said, its voice like the scrape of sandpaper. “What can I get for you?”

“Four coffees,” he ordered, his affect so unnaturally friendly that I wondered if this was how I sounded when I was trying to distract people so Lara could get the upper hand on them.

“I already have one,” I noted, though I wouldn’t be mad if I had to drink a second if it came to it.

“And I don’t drink coffee,” Imogen said. “Like, maybe a little tea with honey?”

“Of course that’s what you want,” Lara muttered under her breath.

“Four coffees coming right up,” the creature said, then turned, slid a long finger through the handle of four mugs, and used his other hand to pour some brown liquid that smelled like paint thinner into each cup.

He then topped it off with coffee that looked like it had been sitting in a rusting pot since the last time Ned had visited this planet. After he set the drinks down in front of us, Lara and Alek wasted no time in picking up their cups and throwing them back.

“Another one,” Alek said and then hooked a massive thumb. “And for her too.”

“My kind of people,” he said and repeated the process.

When the creature turned its back, Alek shot me a look that said we should keep quiet and let him do his thing.

Imogen and I took the hint, picking up our beverages and pretending to sip at them. I felt absurd with a coffee in each hand, so I took a bit off the top of the new one and then added what was left of the old. I winced at the taste and wished that the life of a bounty hunter and rebel on the run didn’t always involve bars.

But I continued to drink my breakfast while Alek made nice.

“How long you been here?” the Kyrog asked.

The bartender shrugged, setting the two mugs down. “Feels like I’ve been here my whole life.”

“Used to run a bar on Bussel, so I know what you mean.”

The bartender nodded.

“I’m Alek, by the way,” he said, extending a hand.

“Alek, eh?” the bartender asked with a laugh. “Could a human even say your real name?”

At that, Alek let out a genuine chuckle. “No, they could not.”

“Then you’ll understand when I say my name is Brody,” the bartender said, smiling and showing those yellow teeth again.

Alek nodded in the direction of Lara and us. “If these things didn’t multiply so quickly, maybe we could make them learn our language rather than the other way around.”

Brody chuckled, then reached his arm directly backward without turning his body to grab a cup of water and slurp some theatrically as we waited for him to answer. “My people didn’t even have war until humans introduced it to us, so there’s no way we could force them to speak our language. And I don’t even think their anatomy would make it possible.”

“The Kyrog knew nothing but war and were exploited for it,” Alek said, pouring the coffee down his throat and setting the cup down hard enough that I was surprised that it didn’t shatter.

“Listen, friend,” the bartender said, leaning in. “I know a man who wants something when I see him, so why don’t you just tell me what I can do for you.”

Alek smiled. “Shoulda known you would see right through me…”

“I did,” Brody said. “So, spill.”

“We need to get into the stadium,” Alek said quietly.

Brody nodded knowingly. “Figure that was probably the case. But I’m guessing you know that what you’re after don’t come cheap.”

“How not-cheap?”

The creature leaned forward and whispered something to Alek, who nearly choked on his coffee. “I could buy a fleet of new starships for that!”

“Maybe you didn’t understand how popular the games are…”

Alek rubbed his hand along his face. “Is there any other way we could get some tickets? Maybe there’s something we can do for you.”

“I was hoping you might say that,” Brody said, looking us over for a moment. He shifted his gaze back to Alek. “You look like a capable group of people, and since you don’t want to pay, perhaps you could pick up a payment from someone who owes me a little money.”

“That’s right in our wheelhouse,” Alek said. “In addition to me and my associate here,” he said, gesturing to Imogen, “these two are bounty hunters. But, since we have the day off, we can use our skills to help you out.”

“Seems like I really did hit the jackpot,” Brody said with a wide, terrifying smile. “If you guys can recover what I’m owed, I’m sure I will be able to swing a couple of tickets.”

“A couple?” Lara said. “I know what you’re trying to pull here, but I don’t traffic in vague language. If you want to work out a deal, we have to know what we’re getting.”

“Fine, I’ll say it clear as day,” the bartender said. “If you can get me my money, you can have two tickets for entry. That’s all I got.”

“That’ll have to do,” I said.

Lara leaned in close. “Who’s the target, and what does he owe?”

“That’s where it gets a bit more complicated,” Brody said as though we didn’t already know that this was going to be difficult. If these tickets were worth so much and he was willing to part with two of them in exchange, it was obviously not going to be some small thing.

“The man who owes us money is a teller at the First Bank of Parm,” he said as though that meant anything to us, and when we didn’t immediately react, his affect changed. Growing more serious, he said, “The banks here are not like on other planets. It’s not just people in suits and ties waiting to meet with Schwab’s off the street, the banks here are big businesses with big money. They have corporate protection, guards armed to the teeth, and they take the protection of their employees very seriously. You’re not just going to be able to walk in there and ask for the money. You are going to have to find some way around their systems.”

“What’s the name of the target, what does he owe it for, and how much is it?” Lara demanded in full Kilara Vex mode.

Brody rapped his slim fingers on the counter, little chunks of rock knocked loose by the motion.

“His name is Kunch, and he owes quite a bit from, as I’m sure you guessed, gambling,” he explained. “Owes fifty grand.”

“I don’t understand,” Imogen put in. “All the bankers I’ve known, and especially one who works for First Parm, make tons of money. Fifty thousand might sound like a lot to you guys, but I’ve seen bankers drop more than that on a couple bottles of champagne.”

“Oh, he has the money,” Brody assured us. “It’s just a matter of him not wanting to pay and feeling like he’s protected because he’s a banker.”

“Why take his business?” Alek asked. “Sounds like you knew what kind of person he was before he even made the bet.”

“I don’t have to explain my business to you,” he said, his huge mouth twisting into a frown. “But I know better than to turn away big bets, and now that I have you all, he’ll learn not to try to welch on a bet.”

“I’m happy to know you have such faith in us,” I said.

The creature shrugged, the ratty clothes he had pulled on over his scaled skin looking as though they could disintegrate at any moment. “It’s not so much that I have faith, it’s that if you go and don’t get the money, it’s no skin off my teeth, and if you succeed, then people know in the future not to try to mess with me. It’s a win-win.”

“Ah, the Parm way,” Imogen said.

“Got that right, toots,” Brody affirmed. “That’s how things work down here.”

“It’s how things work everywhere,” Lara put in.

“We will take the deal,” Alek said.

The creature grinned. “I knew you would. Come back to me when you have my money, or don’t and I’ll know I can still sell my tickets.”

That was all we needed to hear.

“We will be right back,” I said, and Brody shrugged again, the human affectation having become universal.

“Like I said, do or don’t, I win either way,” he said and took another pull at his water. From the look of him, I assumed he was some kind of amphibious species. Though, of course, while humans thought of other species in terms we understood, their physiology and genetic makeup were not something that most people could understand.

We had hardly wrapped our minds around earthbound sciences prior to exploring the universe and coming into contact with things we had previously believed scientifically or mathematically impossible. Ned had once told me that human history was nothing more than a series of beliefs society had decided were objectively correct before being disproven.

We turned to leave, Imogen setting her nearly full alcoholic coffee back on the counter. That was the difference between someone raised with money and someone like me. I couldn’t stand the idea of letting something like that go to waste, so I reached out and tossed hers down my gullet and then finished my own.

That was a mistake.

The booze and caffeine hitting my system simultaneously was like a baseball bat to the side of my head.

“That was a choice,” Imogen observed, her tone both superior and mocking.

“Yes,” I said, failing to come up with anything else and realizing that I might have made a grievous error.

“Let’s get moving,” Lara said, gesturing toward the door.

“What’s the plan?” Alek asked.

Lara looked back at him and smirked. “Walk in there and ask for the money.”
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“The one thing I always know how to find is a bounty hunter outpost,” Lara explained as we pushed our way back through the crowded streets. Now that morning was in full swing, the density of the population was even higher. And, like last time, we attracted quite a lot of attention. The difference was that this time, I was a little drunk, and more than happy to shout at anybody who approached us.

Beside two cracked and crumbling buildings and in the shadow of several skyscrapers was a small, fenced-in building. Beside the opening in the heavy metal gate stood two heavily armed guards. They were dressed similarly to some of the people I had seen back on the Conclave.

We approached the guards, Lara and I flashing our bounty hunter badges at the two men, who nodded in unison, then pointed and waved us on. He then gestured with flat palms to Alek and Imogen.

“Wait here,” Lara said, her tone unnecessarily enthusiastic as she looked at the miserable young woman who obviously didn’t want to be trapped on this street a moment longer than she had to be.

“Make sure they aren’t harassed,” I said to one of the stoic guards who had polished bronze colored armor, an intimidating helmet, and gloves bearing flakes of dried blood.

One of them nodded, and the other pulled open the gate, allowing us through and into a small garden with a fountain on either side of the path and several shrubs just barely clinging to life. Everywhere I looked, there were cats sleeping in the sun.

“Think they used to shoo them away, but now they don’t even bother anymore?”

“Who knows,” Lara snapped. “Doesn’t matter.”

I fell quiet, knowing that she was in full bounty-hunter mode now. We made our way down the pathway, one cat looking up and locking eyes with me before lifting its leg and running its tongue from the base of its tail to the tip of one foot, staring the entire time.

Jerk, I thought.

Rust-colored vines clung to the façade of the square building with a tiled roof and topped with a large communication dish. A marble statue bid us welcome, flanked on both sides by columns stretching from the ground to the awning.

The smell of burning incense greeted us as we stepped through the open door and into the main room of the building. A little weapon and armor shop was set in the corner, and a plump woman with a dopey smile plastered across her face sat behind the counter topped with weapons from across the universe.

In the center of the room were four computer terminals, the bundled cords wrapping around the brown metal like strangling vines reaching up to industrial hooks holding them up against the ceiling.

Lara made her way straight to one of the consoles, then fired it up and entered her identification information to contact her Falconer, Zenobia.

The old woman answered quickly.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite bounty-hunting team,” she said when her face appeared on the screen, words dripping with sarcasm.

“Sorry it’s been too long,” Lara said.

“But we are here now,” I put in, trying to put a spin on it.

The woman’s wrinkles deepened when she smiled at that. “I suppose that’s something.”

“Yes, well,” Lara said quietly but quickly regained her composure. “We need to open a debt collection order.”

“Debt collection?” Zenobia asked. “That seems a bit below your pay grade.”

“We need to do it, but I want to be able to ask… less subtly… if I have to,” Lara said.

“Sure,” Zenobia said, pressing her lips together. “I can do that. Just send the info.”

Lara clacked away at the keyboard for a moment, and Zenobia squinted through her glasses, doing a quick search of her own.

“Kunch Teller, Kyrog banker… wanted for questioning by the Consortium Department of Finance,” Zenobia said. “Transmitting the bounty information.”

“Thank you,” Lara said, bringing up the bounty sheet on another screen on the circular console.

“That’s it?” Zenobia asked.

“That’s it,” Lara affirmed.

I cleared my throat. “Actually…”

The two women looked at me, one of them with curiosity and the other, annoyance. So, I focused on Zenobia.

“I have come into possession of an item I believe could serve as my ceremonial weapon, but I was curious if I had to gain ownership of it through some special way or combat or something. Can I just be given it?”

The old woman cocked her head, and I could feel Lara’s stare boring into me.

“Were you not talked through the procedures of procuration?” Zenobia asked, somehow managing to sound like she was also admonishing Lara with the words.

“I was aware,” I justified quickly. “Lara explained many of the ways that I could acquire a weapon, but I wasn’t sure if being given one qualified.”

Zenobia raised an eyebrow. “It does.”

“The spear?” Lara asked through gritted teeth, looking down at my beltline where the thing hung in a small sheath. The telescoping handle could collapse down to become little more than a handle for the blade that could be activated by pressing a button, which Imogen had explained touched the crystal to the shaft, activating it by some method she didn’t understand and certainly couldn’t explain.

“Yes,” I said. “Imogen gave me her blade. It is an heirloom and bears an eternal flame.”

Zenobia barked a laugh. “You really stepped in it, Hank. Your plan to both ask me and inform your partner in the hunt has blown up in your face.”

Sometimes I wished she wasn’t so blunt. “It does seem to have backfired,” I admitted, turning to Lara. “She gave me the spear⁠—”

Lara didn’t let me finish. “And you waited until now to have the conversation?”

“I don’t blame him,” Zenobia said with a clever little smile.

“I’m not pissed that you took a weapon from… her… I’m mad that you didn’t tell me,” Lara snarled.

“I can see your pants are on fire from here,” Ned put in through our earpieces.

She fell silent then, but her face pulled tight.

“I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “But I thought this might help to avoid a conflict.”

“You thought wrong,” Zenobia said.

She was right, of course. If I was being totally honest, it wasn’t that I had planned it this way so much as I had avoided the subject, and when I saw Zenobia’s face, I was reminded that I wanted to ask.

It had blown up in my face, but it also felt like anything between Imogen and Lara became a conflict with my old friend.

“You can bind the weapon to the name Hunter Spears upon your next visit to the Conclave,” Zenobia said. “In the meantime, you can return the banker here for delivery to the Consortium and collect your bounty. Despite the tone of this call, I am sincerely happy to see you and pleased to know that you are actually hunting a bounty.”

There was no reason to tell her that we were only hunting this bounty to continue our search for Codename: Extinction.

Lara killed the feed and turned to bore a hole in me with a look.

“I’m getting really fucking tired of this, Hank,” Lara said. “It honestly feels like you’re trying to pit the two of us against each other.”

“I’m not,” I said honestly. “I’m just having a hard time navigating the dynamics between the two of you. Or, more accurately, trying to understand why you hate her so much.”

“I don’t hate her,” Lara said quietly, her ire seeming to fade as she considered her next words. “I’ve just always felt that you and Ned haven’t taken my concerns about her seriously.”

“We have,” Ned and I said in unison.

She grunted, and I could see the wheels in her mind turning.

“It’s just…” she began but fell quiet again. “She’s…”

“The same,” Ned said, and I waited for Lara to fly off the handle again. I had said something similar once, and Lara had hated it, but when she didn’t react now, I realized he had said it just to me.

And he was right. Where I had simply compared their potential for violence, Ned had made a good point. They were very different people, but in some ways, they had followed a very similar path: where Lara had been poor and Imogen rich, both had been abandoned by their parents and handed over to a difficult and brutal life.

From what I had gathered, Syn Kel Kal hadn’t been as hard on Lara as Inquisitor John Gregory had been, but he had still made Lara’s youth trying.

I could feel my face soften before I asked, “Do you see yourself in her?”

Her face flushed red, and she fired a pointed finger directly up at me, opening her mouth to berate me, but nothing came out. Blinking several times, she seemed to look through me and into the bounty hunter enclave.

“Maybe,” she admitted after a long time, shifting positions and putting one hand on the hilt of her blade. “It’s hard to see another young woman who has suffered so much, and maybe I don’t trust her because I don’t entirely trust myself.”

As she said the words, she looked away, head dropping with guilt.

“You may have been too harsh on her, but you were also right,” I said. “Though I genuinely do not believe she’s some kind of double agent working for the Inquisition, you warned us that she was dangerous, and she was.”

“I’m seeing now that I only believed that because I knew how I would have been if I had been taken in by a worse mentor than Syn,” she said quietly, staring at the marble tiles under foot. “She is what I could have been, and I suppose that I hate to think that.”

“Perhaps rather than vilifying her, you can help her, train her,” I offered.

She chuckled softly. “I was supposed to be training you on combat and also on how to be a bounty hunter.”

“You have,” I said. “Just because I didn’t want to come to you about the spear doesn’t mean you haven’t made me much better as a bounty hunter.”

She waved my comment away. “We’ve always been a good team,” she said. “Even though we fight like cats and dogs.”

“I suppose that’s what family does,” I said.

She looked up at me, her eyes wide and wet. “You mean you think of me like a sister?”

Looking at the beautiful woman who I had known most of my life and who understood me better than anyone, there was only one answer. “No.”

“Good,” she said quietly.

“You are something much more,” I told her honestly. “You’ve saved my life and made me the man I am. I mean that in so many ways.”

“Yeah,” Lara said, smiling with just one corner of her lip but it quickly vanished at the slamming footsteps of a Kyrog pulled both of our attention.

“Good to see some other hunters here,” the man bellowed. He was smaller than Alek, but with his heavy metal armor and the massive mallet in his hand, he looked even more deadly. “Nothing but those poor wretches sticking to your ass like flies. How you two doing today?”

Lara seemed too caught up in the whiplash of the moment changing so abruptly, so I spoke. “Doing alright, you?”

“Been better,” he groused, dropping his large bag onto the floor with a heavy thud. “Been on the hunt here for days with nary a whiff of my target.”

“Who’s that?” I asked, still thinking about Lara and Imogen while looking at the other bounty hunter.

He lowered all four of his eyebrows at me. “Nice try, but I’m not letting you swoop in and steal this one from me. Suffice to say, the target’s like a ghost.”

“Don’t worry, pal,” I said affably. “I have no interest in taking your work. Just making idle conversation.”

He let out a massive snort, then pulled on one of the straps to loosen his shoulder pad, slid it off, and let it fall beside his bag. “Sure, whatever you say, buddy. We’re all in this business, and we all know how it works.”

“Well, good luck with it,” I said, uninterested in continuing the conversation any longer. Shifting my gaze to Lara, I asked if she was ready to go, and she nodded. The two of us made our way back out to join Alek and Imogen on the street.

They were nowhere to be seen.

A shout rang out from the top of a nearby building, and both of us snapped our heads to look up and squint into the sun. A man was chasing a gang of macaques with a brick, screaming at them and brandishing it as though they understood that he intended to throw it at them.

The gaggle of monkeys jumped to the next building and scattered up the wall and away.

“We really can’t help but bring our problems with us wherever we go,” I observed, staring at the non-native animals that were just more in another long list of creatures that we had seen who humans have brought to this place only to let go feral.

“I think that was deeper than you meant it to be,” Ned said.

“For sure,” Lara agreed. “Since Hank was just talking about monkeys.”

I was going to defend myself, but Alec and Imogen came around the corner, sweaty and exhausted.

I grinned at them. “You two look like you’ve been through the ringer.”

“Don’t want to talk about it,” Imogen snapped.

“What did you find out?” Alek asked.

Lara answered before I could. “That the man we are after has a bounty on him. The Consortium is offering one hundred thousand if he can be delivered for questioning.”

“So, we can bring him in, collect the bounty, and give half of it to Brody in exchange for the tickets,” I explained.

Alek smiled. “Then let’s get the hell off the streets and bring this guy in.”
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The First Bank of Parm was a massive building that stretched up into the mid-morning sky, vehicles coming and going from the top of the structure in an endless stream. Like many of the buildings, it was fronted with glass that shone bright in the light but became worn and splintered as it got lower to the ground.

It was at the far end of another Plaza that served as an open-air market. As we walked through, every person from every stall screamed at us to come and buy what they were hawking. An old man stepped in our way, thrusting a writhing ball of fur in our direction, the little alien species squeaking at us when he held it forward.

When we pushed the animal salesman out of our way, a woman using hubcaps as a grill threw a piece of meat at us to get our attention. When the chunk fell to the ground, a swarm of dogs appeared at our feet, causing us to have to stop and giving her time to shriek a sales pitch at us.

The weapon vendor on the other side of us stepped around, holding a heavy particle rifle in front of us, and began to say numbers, haggling with himself as none of us were answering.

After stepping through the dogs as they began to nip at one another and fight over the meat, we continued through the gauntlet, and when we finally reached the bank, I felt as though I was taking a breath for the first time in an hour.

We made our way up a series of steps to the front door of the building, then pushed our way through the revolving door and into the structure itself. As soon as we did, we were greeted by a woman whose hair was as tall as her neckline was low. She held a clipboard against herself, which she tapped her pen as she spoke.

“What can I do for you?”

I stepped forward. “We want to open an account for our business…”

“I see,” she said, appraising us through her horned-rim glasses. “And what business is that?”

“My business,” I said, letting my words drip with insinuation.

At that, she smiled. “Very good, sir.”

“I will say this much: we have some Kyrogi interests, so is there anyone familiar with the way they do things?” I asked, making sure to channel every lowlife I had ever come across and knowing that the slight slur in my voice was probably adding to the effect.

The woman paused a moment and then answered. “I know just the person,” she said, gesturing to some comfortable looking leather chairs in the middle of the room that sat in a circle around a table full of free coffee and pastries.

We made our way in that direction, Alek taking one of the special chairs designed just for someone of Kyrogi stature and Imogen taking one of the chairs that looked like it was probably designed for a Vekrass.

I grabbed the thickest pastry I could find and gobbled it down, before slurping some coffee that was mercifully not spiked. All around us were large desks with bankers in the finest Threen style suits across from patrons who ran the gamut from the average desperate citizen trying to get a loan to shifty characters like the ones we were playing at being.

“Do any of you have the semblance of a plan, or do you plan to fly by the seat of your pants?” Ned asked in my ear.

I turned to look at Lara, pretending I was speaking to her when I said, “What the hell does that mean?”

Ned groaned theatrically. “It’s like ‘winging it,’ you know? It’s an expression coined in the early days of aviation when pilots had to rely on their instincts and experience to fly airplanes because there weren’t electronic navigation systems.”

“Fascinating.” Lara rolled her eyes at me.

“My point remains valid,” he said. “In the military, we assess the situations and come up with tactical solutions prior to entering into any kind of potentially dangerous scenario.”

“What are you two going on about?” Imogen asked, not privy to Ned’s words.

I looked at her and leaned in, the others huddling around. “Ned suggested we come up with a plan,” I said. Normally, I would probably choose my words more carefully, but the early morning booze had lowered my inhibitions so I just said what was on my mind.

“We go in, make nice, then ask for the money,” Alec suggested.

Lara nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”

Imogen chirped a little laugh and then covered her mouth, and all three of us turned to look at her.

“Something funny?” Lara barked. “I mean, what?”

At least she was trying.

“Sometimes I just have to sit back and appreciate the way you do things,” Imogen said. “You’re bounty hunters, yet you still try to enter every situation peaceably. In my recent life, we’ve entered every situation with our weapons raised and left a trail of blood.”

“To be fair, we’ve left quite a few trails of blood, too,” I noted.

She let out a sharp exhale. “It’s different and you know it.”

“I do,” I admitted. “And I don’t think we need to come up with much more of a plan.”

Ned wasted no time in butting in. “One of these days, that attitude is going to bite you in the ass.”

I was trying to come up with a clever quip but was instead just sitting there with my mouth open, undoubtedly looking like a fish gasping for air.

“Right this way,” the woman said, reappearing over my shoulder and startling me.

Quickly, we stood and filed in behind her as she snaked us through the desks toward the far end of the large room. We passed the elevators where two bank security officers stood in full combat attire with belts covered in pouches, cable ties hanging from loops, heavy tactical helmets and state-of-the-art beam rifles strapped across their front.

The letters FBP were printed in bright orange against the black chest plates and on their shoulder guards. They made a show of staring at us as we walked past, letting us know that riffraff had no place on the upper floors. I expected that the high-end clientele who met with bankers in corner offices would fly in and out, never once having to experience Parm on the ground floor.

Toward the back of the building, the open desks turned into cubicles, and we made our way through row after row of them before finally reaching proper four-wall offices. Many of these had guards posted in front of the doors, but not all of them were in the FBP pseudo-military gear.

Though some were, others had what looked like private security stationed on either side of the door to their office, and when we reached the office of Kunch Teller, I noticed that he had two security guards that did not work for the bank flanking his door.

One was a human who looked like a local, wearing the Threen arm wraps over his camouflage outfit. His armor was similar to the bank’s security but far more worn out, with heavy weathering from long wear and damage from combat. The man himself also bore scars and burn marks on his face and scratches on his hands, and he had one cloudy eye. In his hands, he clutched a weapon so heavily modified, I wasn’t even sure what it shot, but I expected it packed a punch.

On the other side of the door was a Vekrass in black, light leather armor under a black cloak. He had a few nondescript pouches hanging here and there around his outfit and several hooked blades at his waist.

They both eyed us as we approached, and the receptionist made some quick hand motions to them. The Vekrass reached out and turned the knob to the door that was nearly twice as big as that made for humans.

We stepped through and right into the office of our target. The man was standing behind a massive mahogany desk with the computer at its center and pieces of tribal Kyrog art covering nearly every free centimeter. More of it hung on the walls and over a bar on the right-hand side of the room that displayed more expensive alcohol than I had seen in my life.

Just a few of those bottles would easily pay off his debt to Brody. But that was obviously not the point. This man had the money to pay but didn’t want to. That was the point.

“Welcome, friends,” the man said affably with a heavy Threen accent that had to be affected since the Kyrog in the tailored suit was almost certainly an immigrant.

He was young, probably only a few decades older than me and just a youth in Kyrogi culture. His hide was light gray with far fewer of the deep wrinkles and long, random hairs that Alek had.

“What can I do for you?” he asked with a smile, not taking his eyes from the Kyrog beside me.

Normally, there were comfortable chairs across from a businessman’s desk, but in this instance, there were none. For whatever reason, he wanted to be sitting comfortably while he made his guests stand awkwardly in front of him.

“We’re hoping to start an account,” I said, blinking a few times and feeling sweat break out all over my body. The combination of drink and warmth of the office was getting to me already, and the bit of banana bread that I had wolfed down had done nothing to sober me up.

“That’s something I can certainly help you with. Have you given any thought to what type of an account?” he asked, leaning his elbows against the two tiny free spots on his desk that were between ornamental bowls and woven grass figurines and then steepling his fingers.

“The kind nobody would ask questions about,” I answered and winked in a way I hoped was subtle, though something told me it wasn’t.

“We have a lot of options like that, but I gotta ask something,” Kunch said, turning his gaze to Alek. “You an Mbek?”

“I am,” he said. “Or I was before I left the homeworld.”

“Don’t get confused. Whatever clan you were, you are for life,” the banker said. “You don’t lose it just because you left.”

Alek, who was always calm and levelheaded, let out a heavy snort that carried an unusual anger. “You don’t have to tell me that I’m always going to be an Mbek.”

“Why’d you leave?”

Alek huffed again, the bottom of his foot pad scraping slowly across the floor.

“Perhaps it’s best if we focus on the business at hand,” I suggested. “We can keep this meeting formal and professional.”

Imogen slowly inched away from Alek and the banker smiled at me briefly. He turned his attention back to the Kyrog beside me.

“I like to get to know the people I get into business with,” Kunch said. “If we’re gonna be working together and you’re going to be trusting me with your money, I need to trust you.”

“Are you suggesting that I’m untrustworthy because I’m an Mbek?”

“Listen, guys, this whole thing seems really beside the point,” I put in, but I could feel the tension in the room rising. I didn’t know why this man was baiting Alek, but he was, and it was working.

“Let him answer the question,” Alek growled.

My heart began to race as I remembered the only other time I had seen something like this. Like Alek, Lutch had been a calm man who was slow to anger. But when I was sixteen, we had a Kyrog man stop by for repairs.

At first, it was casual, shooting the breeze as we normally did while getting a sense of the work we would have to do. But quickly, the tone shifted as the two continued to speak. Like now, it began with a small comment about one clan. Lutch quickly answered with a disparaging remark about the other man’s people, and soon, they were bellowing at one another and stomping their feet.

The ground shook, and the sound felt like it was rattling my ribs.

When I ran and hid behind some barrels, the two men looked at me and stopped. Though they had their differences back on their home planet, they were also both fathers and put their differences aside long enough for the man to leave. We didn’t repair his ship, but at least a battle didn’t break out in the middle of our shop.

“I wasn’t implying anything,” Kunch said defensively, though his tone was unmistakably patronizing. “But I’m not surprised that a person such as yourself is reacting this way.”

“You Sineadh are always trying to start a fight,” Alek accused. “But doing it in such a way that makes it look like someone else is the aggressor.”

At that, the other man stood too. “I think you mean to say that we defend ourselves when other clans act like they’re better than us.”

“There’s hardly a clan that isn’t better than you, and that’s the reason we act this way,” Alek said with a condescension I had never heard him use in the years I’ve known him. “You surround yourself with these trinkets from the homeworld, but every one of them is something your people copied from someone else.”

Now, Kunch was also starting to snort and scrape his foot on the floor. Both men had their giant fists balled into battering rams, and the office began to feel very small.

I considered derailing them by saying what we were actually doing here or pulling my weapon, but neither seemed like a good idea. Then it dawned on me what Alek might be doing. Surrounded as we were in the bank, if we tried to take this man into custody, any number of these security guards might attack. But, if the banker moved on us first, we would be justified in taking any action against him, and FBP couldn’t do anything about it.

It was a rare time that universal law was working in our favor.

The only problem was that the two guards stationed on the other side of the door would hold allegiance to Kunch and not the bank, so if this turned violent, we might have big problems rather quickly.

I hated to admit it to myself, but Ned might have been right that discussing a more predetermined plan would have been a good idea. As it was, it felt like I had to choose to diffuse the situation or hope that if it came to blows, we could fight our way out and bank security wouldn’t get involved.

“I surround myself with what you call trinkets because of what your clan and the others like you did to my people!” Kunch thundered, his breath huffing out and his eyes glowing red. “You drove our people nearly into extinction, but it wasn’t enough for you, was it? No. The Mbek had to force us to flee into the stars. The only thing worse than dying is the shame all Sineadh have to live with because we aren’t allowed a place on our own home. All the planets in the universe, but we aren’t granted the right to live in our ancestral home.”

Alek’s chest was heaving, and frothy spittle was forming in the corner of his lips. “That all happened after I left, but I don’t have to make excuses or justify my clan’s behavior. You know as well as I do that if your people had fought harder, they wouldn’t have found themselves in this situation.

“My people did what every clan has done since time immemorial, only we gave you the choice to flee or die. Your ancestors would have fallen under the knife rather than pursuing a life anywhere but home. Your parents chose life and brought you here, and you seem to have done pretty well for yourself.”

Kunch paused for a moment and looked down at his suit that even from here I could tell was spun by a rare alien species that produced what tailors across the universe deemed to be the finest silk. He adjusted his watch, which was gold plated with diamonds along the rim.

“You’re right,” he said, his voice still heavy with tension. “I have made the most of a difficult circumstance, and though my hardship is the fault of your people, it is not your fault.”

His words hung in the air for a brief moment, and I heard Imogen let out a breath that I believed she had probably been holding since we first entered the room.

“And what you say is true,” Alek said quietly. “It is not my fault. Any difficulties you have experienced are the fault of your parents and your clan for being so weak and pathetic and unable to fight and defend your home.”

I felt as though I was hearing the words in slow motion and felt my mouth fall open just as the two Kyrog rushed at one another. In an instant, the entire room shook violently as though there was a concentrated earthquake.

Decorative plates crashed from the wall, and bottles smashed to the floor when the two massive creatures slammed into each other with the force of two trucks. They bellowed and threw punches, Kunch swinging a closed fist like a club against the side of Alek’s chin before my friend grabbed the banker’s head with both hands and brought him down on the desk like a thunderclap.

But I didn’t have time to watch this because as soon as the action began, the door behind us was thrown open and the two guards came rushing in, the Vekrass springing up into the air, two daggers drawn. He crashed down toward Imogen, but his attack was blocked by Lara, who threw up her blade at the incoming attack.

The eternal flame of Lara’s blue blade sliced clean through the metal daggers in the attacker’s claws, but it didn’t slow his momentum, and he landed on Imogen, knocking her to the ground.

I would have rushed to her aid, but the human came through the door with his gun pointed straight at my chest. Seeing no other choice though my hazy mind, I leapt forward, slammed my shoulder into him, and sent us both clattering out into the hallway. The guards from beside the other doors turned to look but didn’t move.

That was something, anyway.

The world streaked in my vision, leaving a blurred trail as I got to my feet. The guard stood quickly, pulling his weapon up, gripping it to fire.

I was close enough to reach out, grab the barrel, and point it away from my body just as he pulled the trigger. Heat roasted my hand when the bright purple beams were generated, blasting out of the front of the weapon and forcing me to let go.

As I did, I brought my right leg up and extended it into the man’s knee. Boot crunched against bone, bending cartilage and causing the man to cry out. From behind me, I could hear the two other battles raging.

The Kyrog were locked in a clash sending one another back and forth across the room as the Vekrass bound around the room, swinging and slicing with a severed dagger in one hand and a fresh one glistening with some kind of toxin in the other as Lara and Imogen tried to fend him off.

The contact with his knee sent the guard back to the ground, but he managed to squeeze off another shot, and one of the beams slammed into my chest plate. The last time I had been shot like that, it had missed the armor and pierced my flesh, but this one crackled against the material and threw me back into the room.

I slid across the floor toward the two beasts colliding, smashing their heads together as their hands were locked. The human came through the doorway, weapon raised. I watched him try to decide who to target in the maelstrom. He decided to unload a shot into Alek’s back.

The beam singed through his jacket, diffusing against his ceremonial armor underneath. The Kyrog took no note of being shot and instead swung his peg leg up to hammer into Kunch’s flank.

I yanked my stomper from its holster and pointed it at the man.

He didn’t have time to get off another shot.

I pulled the trigger twice in quick succession, and he was thrown back, the impact against his shoulder guard and chest armor sending him flying. Neither shot was enough to wound him or stop him coming, so I tried to get another clear shot.

But the blur of black fur darted across my vision.

The Vekrass was taking another pass at Imogen, who was using a rifle as a shield against the onslaught of blows. Lara moved in at the creature’s back, but his tail whipped out from under the cloak, struck her in the neck, and sent her staggering back.

They were moving too fast for me to get a clear shot, so I aimed at the human who was getting to his feet once again, but I wasn’t quick enough. He had the beam weapon up and aimed, and I rolled out of the way just in time. The purple streaks scorched the earth where I had been downed.

I rolled as he fired again, but this time part of my jacket was caught in the beam, the smell of burning leather filling the room. I returned fire wildly, striking the wall but hitting his chest with one slug.

The man’s weapon began blinking red. He pressed a button on the side, venting the heat and filling the room with steam.

I had a clear shot.

Raising my stomper, I aimed straight for the man’s good eye. Just before I could pull the trigger, the lash of a whip struck my hand, knocking my weapon free and sending it hurtling into the debris of the desk. I looked back just in time to see the Vekrass’s tail swing away from me.

The indicator light on the beam weapon flashed yellow, meaning that it was going to be ready to fire again any second. I didn’t have time to try and recover my pistol, so I forced myself to my feet and once again charged the human.

He looked up just in time to see my fist connect with his nose. Blood streaked down his armor, and we staggered back, beginning to exchange blows. In the reflection of a framed picture from a FBP holiday party, I could see Lara, Imogen, and the Vekrass in pitched battle.

The small creature was nimble and sprung up and out of the way of one blow and then ducked another. The two women were deflecting his attacks but just barely, and both had bloody cuts on their arms and legs.

And behind them, the young banker seemed to have turned the tables on Alek. Though my friend was bigger, he was tired, and the more youthful Kyrog landed blow after blow while Alek now had his arms raised, mostly trying to deflect.

My momentary distraction came to a crashing halt when the guard in front of me tried to swing his rifle to press the barrel against the exposed flesh just under my chest plate. I’d been shot there in the past and had no interest in letting it happen again.

With all my might, I grabbed the rifle and pulled while simultaneously kicking out, slamming him in the knee once again. This time, I heard an unmistakable crunch, and he shrieked as I pulled the rifle from his grip.

After swinging it up quickly, I brought it crashing down on his head. His neck snapped and he collapsed motionless on the floor.

I spun around, simultaneously twirling the weapon in my hand to aim the rifle into the room. But there were no clear shots. Everyone was moving too hurriedly.

Lara deflected another blow, throwing her elbow out to strike the forearm of the Vekrass, and then saw me out of the corner of her eye. Imogen brought an ornate candle holder down on the alien’s back, and it wheeled on her, springing forward and leaping toward the young woman.

Lara grabbed his tail, stopping him in midair and causing him to slam to the ground. He let out a ferocious squeal and then Lara pulled with all her might, trying to swing it clear so that I could shoot it.

But the guard clamped its claws into the rug and pulled up a big lump, causing all of us to fall. As soon as Lara was thrown, she let go of the tail, and he used it to lash out at me before springing from the ground to clutch the ceiling, his nails digging into the walling.

Keeping his rear legs secured, he quickly let go with his front claws and pulled out more blades, then sliced down at us like a homicidal ceiling fan.

This was my opening.

As the Vekrass swung one of the daggers, Imogen and Lara leapt back, giving me just enough space to point the rifle and open fire.

Beams streaked between us, scorching into the Vekrass and causing him to slump, his arms going limp but his feet still attached to the ceiling.

But there was no time to celebrate the victory. Alek was backed up against the wall, his hands up as the banker wailed on him with a series of punches and kicks.

Lara reached into one of the pouches on her belt and produced a large injector, then popped the protective cap off the needle and flipped up the cover on the back. She changed some settings on the side with steady, bloody hands.

Quick as lightning, she darted forward and pressed the plunger the moment the other side touched the Kyrog’s flesh.

In the movies, sedatives like this worked instantly, dropping the target instantly. In this moment, Kunch turned to see the human and immediately struck out with an arm, the swinging limb throwing Lara across the room and into a wall.

He turned his attention to Imogen, looking as though he was going to charge her, but the moment his head turned, Alek brought up a closed fist that struck his face with enough force to send him stumbling back.

Slipping on a piece of destroyed desk, Kunch fell to the floor, the entire room shaking and causing more artifacts to clatter to the ground.

He moved to get up, but the tranquilizer was now beginning to take effect. Alek lumbered over to him and dropped another fist on his head.

The banker slumped back to the ground and let out a huff. But he didn’t move again.

I rushed over to check on Lara, who was getting to her feet slowly and painfully. She was battered and bruised and cut up but didn’t seem to have sustained any serious injuries. Imogen was scared but mostly untouched, and Alek looked as though he had been through the wringer.

I turned to Alek, whose panting was strong enough to cause a breeze on us across the room. He had been clever in getting the man to attack first so I smiled weakly. “That was a good plan.”

The Kyrog looked at me in confusion. “What plan?”

As I opened my mouth to answer, heavy footfalls could be heard rushing down the hallway in our direction, and a moment later an FBP security officer was shadowing the door with many more armed guards at her back.

“Hands up, now!” she barked.
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Panting, exhausted and wounded, we all raised our hands as the security officers swarmed into the room. The woman at their head marched into the center and stopped, shoulders held high and hand resting on the handle of a baton.

“What is the meaning of this?” she demanded.

Lara opened her mouth to try to answer, but some blood dribbled out instead, so I said, “I am Hunter Spears, licensed bounty hunter here to apprehend Kunch Teller. I do so with the full authority of the Conclave under universal law.”

The woman turned a harsh eye to one of her men and ordered, “Go and check the validity of the statement immediately.”

“It’s true,” I told her. “We’re apprehending a target, and if you check the security feed from this office, you’ll find that he initiated combat.” I gestured toward the body hanging from the ceiling and the man passed out on the ground. “This only happened because we were defending ourselves in the course of carrying out our investigation.”

“We’ll find out,” she said, making sure to sound as threatening as possible, and with all of the armed guards at her back, it was pretty threatening.

We might’ve been able to best these three but not without taking pretty significant lumps ourselves, and there was certainly nothing we were to be able to do if we were up against a small army.

As I reached toward my jacket to grab the bounty hunter badge I had several muzzles pointed right at my face.

“Just wanted to prove to you guys that I’m a bounty hunter,” I said, my hands back in the air.

“I want you to just stay still for now,” the woman said.,

I nodded, but Alek, whose head was drooping a bit, nearly passed out before throwing his arm up and catching himself against the wall. When he did, everyone in the room acted like he was about to make a break for it and turned their guns to face him.

“Listen, guys,” I said, addressing the room. “We’re not here to cause any trouble. We’re only interested in taking this guy and returning him to the Consortium for questioning.”

“About what?” the lead woman inquired.

I smirked. “Don’t know, don’t care. Not my job.”

She grunted derisively. “Your job is just to come into people’s place of business and shoot up the place?”

“You think this is how I wanted this to go?” I asked, gesturing around the room to my injured friends.

“Perhaps you are just bad at your job,” the woman said.

“That’s bait,” Ned whispered. “Everyone on this planet seems to want to pick a fight.”

“Perhaps we are just bad at our jobs,” I agreed, too tired and grumpy to care.

Alek was looking at all the bruises forming on his gray flesh, Lara was examining all the slices in her stealth suit, and Imogen seemed to be triaging herself and was shifting slowly toward me, seemingly trying to make herself small and invisible.

“It’s true,” I heard from the hallway, and everyone turned to face the voice coming toward the room.

The young runner came back in and looked at the lead officer. “Cross-referenced the bounty hunting database shared with us, and Teller is on the list of open bounties, and hunters Spears and Vex are assigned to his capture.”

“Fine,” the woman said, sighing in utter exasperation. “Call up Maintenance and Environmental Services to deal with all this,” she ordered her lackey. She turned to me. “And you, make yourselves scarce and take this thing out of here. You can also inform him that his services are no longer required at the First Bank of Parm.”

Alek moved over to heave the young Kyrog up, and I cocked an eyebrow at the woman. “You have the authority to fire people?”

“Under exigent circumstances like this, yes,” she answered quickly as several of the guards filed from the room. “Get this out of here, too,” she demanded of one of her lackeys, pointing at the hired gun I had left passed out on the ground. “Drag him out to the street and let the buzzards deal with him.”

“Does she mean that literally or figuratively?” Ned snorted. “I cannot believe this is what the Consortium has become.”

The room shook as Alek lumbered across, holding the tranquilized body. Everyone gawked at the sight for a moment until the FBP officers began to pull the bloodied human from the room. They were going to do precisely as instructed.

“I never want to see you in this building again,” the woman threatened as though it was necessary.

“Aww, and here I was just hoping to start an account,” I said sarcastically.

Ned chuckled, but at me rather than with me. “Not your best work.”

“Let’s go,” Alek grunted, tromping past the security officers and out the door. I reached out to give Lara a hand, but she shook her head as though I was offering her a dirty tissue.

As we made our way back through the cubicles and past the desks, some heads turned, but many didn’t. In a place like this, I wasn’t surprised that the citizenry was accustomed to images like this.

Even though this was one of the major hubs of the Consortium, it felt nearly lawless and out of control. And now, we had earned our place to join the rabble in watching the games prior to our meeting in what I had to assume was going to be a luxury box for the wealthy ruling elite.

When we made our way out to the street, the rabble began closing around us as they did whenever we stepped out. When they looked at us, they decided that a bunch of beaten and bloodied people carrying a limp Kyrog in a suit were not good targets. The same could not be said for the human guard.

The moment the security officers abandoned him after dragging him down the front steps of the bank, his head thumping along the entire way, he was swarmed. Creatures of every species under Consortium rule and mostly humans descended on his body like maggots on a wound. We hadn’t even taken a dozen steps by the time the man was left at the base of the steps of the bank, stripped down to nothing.

I turned away from the sight, neither sympathetic nor happy about it. The man was a hired thug who had tried to kill me, but he was also just some guy who woke up this morning assuming he was going to stand beside a door all day and not wake up beaten, naked, and undoubtedly sunburned on the streets of Parm.

I looked at the banker. “How long before he wakes up?” I asked Lara as we hurried back to the square and in the direction of the enclave.

“It’s a powerful sedative,” she announced, but the words were coming out a little slurred due to the bruise swelling up on her chin.

My own slur had been left somewhere in the action, and while I certainly wasn’t sober, I wasn’t drunk anymore either. Now, I just felt like my brain was swimming in adrenaline.

“I hope that’s true,” Imogen said quietly. “You two seem pretty worse for wear.”

“I’m fine,” Lara snarled.

Alek grunted. “I’m pretty banged up. And, Lara, you don’t have to act like a tough guy… we’re all friends here.”

“Fine,” she said.

“We are only getting two tickets into the stadium anyway. After we drop our friend off at the enclave, why don’t you guys head back to the ship and get patched up,” I suggested.

“You really think just the two of you can handle the negotiation?” Lara asked.

I smirked. “Talking is one of the things I’m best at.”

“You might believe that more than it’s true,” Ned put in.

Lara laughed and then coughed. The pain from doing so causing her to wince and clutch her side. “He’s got you there.”

Uninterested in being mocked at this moment, I turned my attention to Alek. “What the hell was that?”

“It worked out for us,” Alek deflected. “What happened wasn’t a plan like you thought, but I got him to attack us first and it all worked out.”

“I could have used the sedative without the part where we got into a brawl,” Lara noted.

“Or he might have just given us the money if we had made it to the part where we asked for it,” Imogen added.

Alek dropped his head in shame. “It worked out, didn’t it?”

“It did,” I admitted. “But it almost didn’t and… I can’t believe I’m going to say this… your temper got us into a bad situation.”

“Yeah, that’s my job,” Imogen joked, and we all turned to look at her in surprise. “What?”

“That was actually pretty funny,” Lara admitted.

I nodded. “Yeah, I just don’t think of you as the type of person to make those kinds of comments.”

“Before the Inq—” she began but stopped herself midway through the word. “Before… I used to have fun and make jokes.”

“I have a hard time picturing that,” I admitted. “And you,” I said, turning back to Alek. “Do we have to worry about you every time we run into a Kyrog from another clan?”

We left the square and headed back out onto the sidewalk beside a street where every single passing car laid on its horn.

Alek looked over at me, and for the first time since we had taken him on, he was angry. “No,” he said.

“You have to give me more than that,” I said.

“No, you don’t have to worry about me with others of my species,” he said, and though he obviously didn’t want to talk about it, I knew this was something we needed to unpack lest it get us into trouble again.

“Ask him if it was the clan from when he was ambushed,” Ned suggested.

As soon as Ned spoke, I guessed he was probably right. “Were his people the ones who lured your detachment into the trap that left only you alive?”

Alek took a long moment to answer. “Yes, before my people completely decimated theirs because of that event. But, as I told him, I was gone by then.”

“So, when you saw him and he mentioned your tribe, you saw red?” Lara asked.

“Unfortunately,” he said quietly under the sounds of the road beside us. “But it won’t happen again.”

Ned suggested for me to say, “See that it doesn’t.”

“I know it won’t,” I told Alek, and I meant it, seeing the guilt and shame on his face.

“Hank,” Ned whispered. “You are going to have to keep these people in line. Alek was the one consistently levelheaded member of your team, and even he compromised the mission by acting irrationally. It might’ve worked out this time, but it could’ve gone a different way.”

He was right, but it wasn’t my style to admonish people. Lutch had heeled me a few times like any parent, but his style had always been to have me punish myself psychologically after he would tell me how disappointed he was in whatever mistake I had made. Without realizing it, I supposed that I had internalized that.

Plus, Alek didn’t seem like he needed to hear it from me. He was having his own complicated reaction to what he had done, and me busting his chops wasn’t going to do anything. When all was said and done, we had done exactly what we had set out to do.

It wasn’t long before we were back in the enclave and the two guards were waving us all in. I expected them to give us a hard time about bringing two non-hunters with us, but they didn’t seem to care. We passed through the little garden and into the building with computer kiosks and shops.

The woman behind the shop counter took one look at us and said, “Through there, through there.”

She pointed to the back of the room, and we made our way across. I looked out for the other hunter we had met earlier, but he was nowhere to be seen, and his stuff was gone.

We continued through to the far side of the room where there was a double door leading out to an open-air room with a small prisoner transfer starship and two more Conclave guards. They looked up from the newspapers and jumped to attention.

“Delivery,” I announced.

“Bounty number…” Lara said, and as she recited it, I realized that I should start getting better at remembering things like that.

One of the two men in their decorative armor punched the information into a nearby computer and nodded. He rushed over to scan the sleeping Kyrog. The other hurried over to ready the ship, activating the engines on the small rectangular vessel and lowering the cargo bridge, which led right up into a detainment area.

“Bounty confirmed, and your Falconer has been paid,” the man said from within his helmet. “Minus the cost of transport.”

“Thank you,” I said. “We also need to withdraw fifty thousand from the bounty.”

The man nodded and pecked at his keyboard. “Just head inside and you can get your money.”

“Thank you,” I said again, turning to head inside while Alek headed up the gangplank to drop off our bounty.

“Oh, and,” the man said, holding up a hand, “it’s a pleasure to meet you, Hunter Vex.”

“I’m sure it is for you,” Lara said with only a hint of gratitude, playing the role of Kilara Vex to a T.

“I remember reading about the bounty you collected on Ani-Rose 8.3 and couldn’t believe it,” he said enthusiastically, and it was amusing to see someone in the ornate armor of the Conclave gushing like a child meeting their sports hero.

“Yes, I’ve had an illustrious career,” Lara said, playing the part of a universe-famous bounty hunter perfectly. “Perhaps one day you will find someone to sponsor your bid and become a bounty hunter yourself.”

“Oh, yes, thank you,” the man said, and before another word left his mouth, Lara cut him off.

“That’ll be all,” she said, and he nodded. He then rushed up into the ship after Alek.

Imogen smiled at Lara. “I didn’t realize you were so famous, too.”

“Yes,” she said, turning to follow me inside. “And not just for being rich and drunk.”

“Right,” Imogen said miserably.

“No,” Lara amended. “Sorry, that was unnecessary.”

“It was,” Imogen agreed. “But it was also true. I was famous on Emortium for being young and hot, and you’ve earned a reputation through action.”

“Stick with us, and you will too,” Lara said, trying her best to be kind though she was obviously still struggling with anything to do with the young woman.

“I would like that,” Imogen admitted. “It would be nice to be known for something positive rather than as a spoiled rich kid or Inquisitorial Acolyte.”

I smiled at her. “If this meeting goes well and your uncle Vince is able to convince the Consortium to listen to us, you will have played a role in saving the universe.”

The young woman beamed but didn’t say anything, and I realized it was one of the few times I had seen her smile.

“We’re here to collect the money,” I said as we stepped up to the little shop in the corner.

“I got your request right here,” the woman said enthusiastically in an accent that was decidedly not Threen. “It’ll take me a minute to count out the money, but while you’re waiting, you can look at my other wares. I have everything a bounty hunter on the road could need.”

“I’ll take another set of injectors,” Lara said, “and some Hospigel if you have it.”

“’Course we do,” the woman said with a smile, setting down the money she had been counting and reaching under her desk for the supplies. “Want me to take it out of the fifty thousand or charge your account, sweetie?”

“My account,” Lara groaned, opening the gel tubes and immediately beginning to apply it to some of her wounds. “I have a hard time picturing any bounty hunter wanting to be called sweetie.”

“You’d be surprised, hon,” the woman said, laying it on thick.

“And you,” she said, glancing over at me. “You are just one tall drink of water, and I certainly hope you’re allowing one of these ladies to have a sip.”

Lara looked up at her, my friend’s mouth a perfect circle, and Imogen whispered something inaudible before turning away to snicker.

“I’ll take that compliment,” I said with a smile and then ran my hand through my hair in the way I had seen handsome celebrities do.

The woman behind the counter squealed with delight, kicking her little legs against the desk and rattling all of the weapons sitting on top. She was perfectly incongruous with the place she worked, and I found that totally amusing.

“Here’s your money,” she said, handing forward a stack of bills.

“Interestingly,” Ned said, “paper money had entirely gone extinct by the time of the War. Not surprised to see that we’ve gone back to it given the fact that everything seems to have gone backward since then. But it’s utterly perplexing to me that a society would use physical currency when digital is so much easier.”

Sometimes I wanted to tell Ned that I preferred when he was constantly nervous about getting caught and didn’t talk unless he absolutely had to, but I also knew that many of the things that he taught me did eventually come in handy, even if they didn’t seem like they were going to at the time he told me.

“Thank you,” I said to the woman, reaching out and grabbing the bills just before she placed her hand on top of mine.

“The pleasure was all mine,” she said and then winked at me.

“Amazing,” Imogen muttered under her breath, and Lara simply continued to stare at the situation unfolding in front of us.

Pulling my hand and the money away, I didn’t know what to say so I didn’t say anything, and Alek walked into the room slowly, rubbing his wounds and drawing everyone’s attention.

“I’d like to take you up on that offer to go back to the ship now,” he announced, and Lara didn’t have time to say anything. He added, “and you should come with me. Need someone to play Warhero against, and that’s gotta be you.”

Lara looked at me as though I was going to insist that she join us, but I disappointed her. “Best thing you can do now is get healed up and be ready for whatever comes next.”

Having made the point twice now, I could see she understood that I wasn’t going to budge, and she nodded. “I wanted to play some cards anyway.”

I looked down at Imogen, “Let’s go convince your uncle to save the universe.”
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After parting ways with the other two, Imogen and I headed straight back to the bar in the crack across from the stadium where Brody excitedly took the debt and smiled his toothy smile. As soon as he had laboriously counted every single bill to ensure that nothing was out of place, he set two tickets on his crumbling bar and slid them to us, kicking up a small plume of dust when he did so.

“If these are fake, I’ll come back here and put a bullet between your eyes,” I said, and I meant it. I didn’t want to be jerked around, and when we had approached the bar, the crowds were already there, and the line to get in even longer than it had been previously.

“No problem,” Brody said. “They’re legit.”

I took the tickets and shoved them in my jacket pocket, thanking Brody and then turning to leave.

“Tell your friends about this place,” the bartender shouted after us.

On the other side of the crack, the space was a thick soup of life. Tourists and locals pressed against each other as they surged in every direction around the stadium. Even more shops, booths, vendors, and cook stations had been set up, and even more creatures were swooping down, slithering in, or sneaking around to try to nab crumbs.

I felt Imogen’s hand clutching the back of my jacket when I began to push through the crowd in the direction of the stadium. It wasn’t far, but it was slow going, and it wasn’t long before a strange old man fell in behind us.

We both took note of him, but when he muttered something and reached out to stroke Imogen’s hair, she spun around and grabbed his wrist. “Absolutely not.”

His eyes went wide in surprise, and he said something so heavily accented that I couldn’t understand it. He pulled his arm away and disappeared back into the crowd.

“I hate it here so much,” Imogen seethed. “I don’t know how Uncle Vince lives here.”

“I’m pretty sure his version of Parm is pretty different from where we are right now,” I reminded her. “I don’t need to tell you that the rich live entirely different lives from the poor even in the same place.”

“You’re right,” Imogen said. “I’ve seen both sides now. Seems like every place in the universe has two versions of itself: one for the wealthy elite and another for everyone else.”

Ned scoffed. “She means us when she says ‘everyone else.’” I couldn’t do anything but nod in agreement. I had been everyone else for my whole life, and even though I had made some money as a bounty hunter and was beginning to build a little following, I knew I would never be the type of person who lived at the top of the tower looking down on the rest of the planet.

It was an interesting notion that an artificial intelligence thought of himself as being lumped in with the impoverished masses, but in this case, when all was said and done, Ned saw himself as, and was, a soldier. A grunt who had been promoted because he had been paired with one of the greatest captains in the universe, but he still saw himself as a simple soldier at the end of the day.

“You ever miss it?” I asked.

“Yes,” she answered plainly. “I miss it right now. I would much prefer it if we could have taken a private shuttle to the landing pad on top of the stadium and walked directly to my uncle’s box.”

“I’ll admit that sounds pretty good.”

“It has its problems too, don’t get me wrong, but certain parts of your life are made a lot easier,” she explained as we made our way just beneath the stadium and to the line that stretched around the side. It was cordoned off with what looked like bailing twine tied between links of wrought iron dropped into cracks between the shattered tiles.

We followed around until we reached the back and began waiting. It was moving slowly, but at least it was moving. Between all the horns from the nearby roads, and the shouting offers, I felt like I needed to yell just to be heard over the din.

“I think the truth of the matter is, life is easy or hard based on the people around you more than the circumstances of your life. Don’t get me wrong, things seem a hell of a lot easier if you have money, but all that wealth didn’t stop your parents from being assholes, and all my poverty didn’t prevent my father from being kind.”

“They really are,” she said, pulling at the sleeve of her faux military jacket. “Assholes, I mean.”

“I knew what you meant,” I said. “And sorry if I put it too bluntly.”

“They sent me to the Inquisition because they were worried my actions might damage their reputation,” she said and sighed. “You can call them whatever you want.”

“Fair enough.”

“What was he like?” she asked. “Your father.”

“Well, I don’t know my birth parents, but Lutch was a kind and generous man who struggled with an internal conflict I’ll never understand,” I told her, fondly remembering an afternoon just prior to his death when he asked me to toss him a bolt and we ended up spending the rest of the day chucking nuts and washers at each other. I managed to plunk him from almost the entire opposite side of the shop.

“Another fascinating dichotomy,” Ned said. “Humans put so much value on blood relations, but it was an unrelated man who took you in and called you family while Imogen’s own flesh and blood sold her out.”

“What kind of an internal conflict?” Imogen asked.

“Gambling,” I said flatly.

She gave a quick little nod. “For my parents, it was the drink. Think that’s why I enjoyed it so much, and also why I’ve all but given up on it.”

“After this morning, I might stick to Bussel Brews for a while,” I said and then wondered if they would sell them inside before deciding that they almost certainly wouldn’t.

“Your father was a Kyrog, right?” she asked. “He ever go off on someone from another clan?”

“Almost, but nothing like we saw today.”

“It was a real surprise,” she said. “Seeing Alek act that way.”

I nodded and then she continued. “I guess we never really know what’s going on inside a person. And honestly, it was nice to see that he has the fire within him also. The one thing I can say for all of us is that we certainly have passion.”

“Well, we all have something we believe in.”

“The Inquisitor had something he believed in too and was also deeply passionate. But it was ugly, disturbed, and perverse… it’s an honor for me to be around people trying to do something good.”

She locked eyes with me. “Thank you for letting me be a part of this.”

“We are happy to have you,” I told her honestly. “Especially if you can convince your uncle to help us.”

“I believe he will.”

“Anything I need to know about him before we meet?” I asked and saw that we had made it nearly to the front of the line.

“I’m sure you got a sense of him even in the short video call,” she said. “He’s a tough man with a tough job and doesn’t tolerate people wasting his time. I want to get right down to business, and you’ll have to present your case as quickly as possible.”

“I have a disk with all the relevant information,” I told her.

She shook her head. “He’ll take it. Maybe he’ll have one of his assistants look at it, but you need to sell him on it. Politicians get pitched all the time and have to say no all the time. And looking around, I’m sure you can imagine he gets it worse than most.”

“I see,” I said, realizing that I was going to have to play this just right. “And you expect he will want something in return even if he is willing to help?”

“Nothing gets done in this universe for free,” she said and pointed to the tickets inside my jacket. “But who knows, maybe he’ll want to do me a favor just because he knows how much I’ve been through.”

“It’s nice to see you still have some family who have your back,” I said. “Duncan and Louise are good people, and I’m happy you were able to reconnect with them.”

“Me too,” she said, a glint behind her eye. “The fact that I have them back in my life is one of the things that really keeps me going. Makes me feel like I wasn’t entirely abandoned and shunned by everybody who shares the surname Hush.”

She looked up at me then. “Do you have any other family?”

“No,” I said. “I had an uncle, but he was killed by…”

“Right,” Imogen remembered. “The Inquisitor who tracked you down to the pirate station.”

“Yes,” I said, partially choking on the words and remembering the moment.

The person standing in front of me, helping me now, had been there. She had been a part of what John Gregory was doing. Though she wasn’t a willing participant and had been as damaged by the entire thing as I had, it was still difficult to wrap my mind around.

She looked up at me and must have seen when I was thinking on my face.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice cracking. “For any part I played and what the Inquisitor did to you and your family.”

“You can’t blame yourself,” I told her.

“Sure I can,” she said, face pulled in pain. “I might not have wanted to do it, but I was there, and I didn’t stop him.”

“Don’t do that,” I said, my voice hard. “The man threatened and tortured you.”

“I’m still responsible for my own actions,” she said as we stepped closer to the ticket takers. “I should have just tried to put an end to him.”

“That’s stupid,” I told her, and she blinked a few times in surprise at my comment. “You did the thing that was most important. You survived. You survived long enough to be here now and to help our cause. If you had tried to fight back, you’d be dead right now, and your corpse would not be doing anything. By introducing me to your uncle, you might be giving the universe another chance at survival in the face of a grave threat, the likes of which we’ve not seen for centuries. That’s not trivial, that’s not nothing, it’s vital. You survived long enough to be a part of something. Remember that.”

“Thank you, Hank,” she said, the words so quiet that they seemed to evaporate as soon as they left her mouth. “Especially given what you suffered at the hands of the Inquisition. It means a lot for you to say that.”

“I’m not just saying it,” I assured her. “I mean it.”

“I know you do.”

We stepped forward to the ticket taker, a miserable looking man whose scraggly beard hung so low that it joined the knotted chest hair sticking out from his unbuttoned shirt.

“Tickets,” he said, holding a palm while gripping a small scanner in the other hand.

Here we go, I thought, wondering if these tickets were real.

Running the scanner over the barcode, the light flashed red, and the rage began to grow inside me. Sure, we made a little extra money, but my friends had been brutalized, and we had gotten ourselves into a firefight for these tickets. If they weren’t real, Brody really would be sorry.

“Sandra, can you get me a new scanner? This one’s low on bats,” the grumpy ticket taker shouted to a woman beside him.

“Get yourself a new scanner,” she said, making a hand gesture that I had never seen but knew how to interpret.

“Hold on a moment,” he said to me, getting up from his seat and leaving me standing on the other side of the turnstile. As he moved toward the little table set off to the side of the doors, I swallowed hard.

Though I tried to put it from my mind, we were always being hunted, and as the man stepped away for a moment, I felt like this could be a trap. Everything could be a trap.

At any second, we could be swarmed by Consortium prefects or attacked by John Gregory.

My palms began to sweat, and my heart thundered in my chest. Looking around, I examined everyone, seeing if someone was suspicious. Unfortunately, everyone here was suspicious, so they all blended together.

I heard a sound, drawing my attention back to see the man successfully scanning my ticket. A second chime indicated that both tickets were legitimate, and he handed them back before waving us through.

“Next,” he said from behind us, and we stepped into the stadium.

The front of the concourse was like any other stadium, a wide-open space with shops lining the area under the second rows of seats. Lines stretched from kiosks and people crowded around gambling stations, shouting their bets at the top of their lungs. On a raised platform, a drum line hammered away, adding to the raucous environment.

This planet always seemed to be loud. I had thought that Bussel, with all its repair shops and starships coming and going, was a noisy place, but it had nothing on downtown Parm.

Ramps, escalators, and stairs led upward, and I gestured in the direction of one with the sign pointing in the direction of the VIP lounges. She nodded vigorously, obviously excited to get away from the crowds.

“What, you don’t want to stop to buy a jersey?” I joked, but she didn’t even answer. Instead, she turned on her heels and marched toward the escalator.

I fell in behind, then we squished onto the moving stairs and rode it for what seemed like an interminable amount of time as the man in front of us kept sipping his beer and then belching rank onions and carbonation into the air that we immediately passed through.

At the top of the escalator was a massive crowd circled around a fighting pit where two small aliens wore tiny armor and were battling one another. Downstairs, the people were shouting at one another, screaming bets and curses and cheering on their favorite critter.

“What are they doing to those animals?” Imogen asked, aghast.

“What does it look like?”

I turned to walk in the direction of the VIP area, but I could see that Imogen was still staring, watching as one of the tiny creatures lunged and sunk its teeth into a small gap in the other one’s armor, then came away bloodied. A roar went up, drowning out the sound of the other animal’s squeal.

She let out a sharp exhalation. “I’m not sure if I’ve mentioned it but…”

“You hate this place,” I filled in.

“Yes,” she said with absolute certainty. “Uncle Vince would gush about the games, but having been here for half a day, I’m not even interested in seeing one second of them, and I’m ready to get off this planet as soon as humanly possible. Honestly, if we never come back to Sector Three, it’ll be too soon.”

“Noted,” I said. “But I’m not sure we’re going to be able to stay away from here for good. Though I admit I’m not all that keen on spending more time than I have to at Consortium hubs either.”

“You’re lucky that there’s almost no Consortium presence here.”

“That’s not lost on me,” I told her. “Since the second I met Ned, I’ve been looking over my shoulder.”

Even saying it, I did physically look over my shoulder to see if anyone was following us, but as had been since we landed on this planet, there were no prefects to be seen. And if there were, they would have a lot more to deal with than me. For all its problems, Parm was the perfect place to hide if you were on the run.

We continued around the circumference of the stadium and eventually arrived at the cordoned off VIP area. It was little more than a large open arch with a velvet rope hung in front of it. But it was guarded by four Kyrog in finely tailored Threen suits.

“That’s an outdated look,” Ned said, and I assumed he was referring to the all Kyrog detachment. “When humans had first come into contact with the massive species, we had done everything that we could to convince them to fight for us, assuming that they would be able to turn the tide of any conflict.

“Of course, it wasn’t long before humans began to take advantage of the species and use them for little more than labor and protection. This species who had been promised the moon ended up being relegated to second-class citizen status.

“Many believed that would change during the War, when we needed the Kyrog more than ever, but it seems like things have gotten both better and worse. The fact that a man like Alek could only find a job as a mob doctor and bartender speaks volumes about what has happened to the species since the war.”

As always, I couldn’t answer Ned in public, so I just listened to him wax philosophical for a moment as we approached one of the bouncers.

“Hello, I believe, we are on the list,” Imogen said in her most hoity-toity voice. “Regina Bussey.”

The man snorted, then looked down at his clipboard and scanned it with a finger. He nodded, unclipped the rope, and opened it enough for us to pass. We were finally going to meet someone who could truly change the course of our cause.
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“Regina Bussey?” I asked once we were out of earshot and heading down the narrow passageway lined with posters of old sporting events.

“It was the name on my fake ID,” she explained. “The first time I got truly hammered, Vince was in town, so I called him and had him send a car so I could sleep it off at his townhouse. Once I finally got up the next afternoon, we laughed at how fake a name it was, and we’ve joked about it since. I knew that he would use it as a wink to those old days.”

I chuckled. “You two really were close in your own way.”

“We were,” Imogen said. “But the more I think back on my life, the more I realize that I wasn’t really that close to anyone. I had mostly transactional friendships and didn’t realize it because I was as caught up in it as everybody else. Even Vince got political benefits from our friendship. Louise was the only one who truly loved me for me.”

“Had a lot of time to reflect when you were with… him… I suppose?”

She nodded as we approached the end of the hall where a wide window looked out onto the arena floor. Two teams were out on the field, preparing for a game of Clashball to kick off the festivities. The blades protruding from their shoulder and knee pads, heavy brass knuckles, and spike helmets gave a sense of just how deadly the game was though it hadn’t even begun in earnest. The receivers and passers wore lighter chain mail, whereas the linemen were adorned in heavy plate armor ready to slam into the defenders.

“You a fan?” Imogen asked as we stopped to look at the field for a moment.

“I was a big fan of the Wrenchers, Bussel’s team, when I was a kid, but I didn’t follow it that much as I got older,” I admitted. “Because the players are killed so often, it was hard to keep track of the team unless you did it as what essentially equated to a part-time job. At a certain point, I felt like I was only rooting for the uniforms, and I lost interest a bit. But when I was little, Lutch and my uncle Edgar took me to a match, and it was a hell of a good time. I remember the feeling of the crowd roaring when we scored, and it was one of the more exhilarating moments of my young life. I remember understanding why people wanted to be athletes.”

“Meanwhile, I was taught that athletes were the worst type of famous guys because they had to act all macho and would just slap the shit out of their wives,” Imogen said. “The older girls who would groom us said that actors were the best to marry because they made good money but were so emotional that you could walk all over them.”

I shook my head. “Our upbringings could not have been more different, you and me.”

“My upbringing was different from everybody else’s.” Her words sounded almost observational. “I had everything and nothing. All the money, the stuff, but that’s all I was to my parents: stuff… a prop.”

“Guessing they didn’t take you to games?” I asked, pointing down to the field.

She let out a derisive snort. “No, nothing like that. We once had the two most famous players in the league come to the house and wrestle for mum’s friends while naked and covered in oil, but that was the closest thing to sports I ever experienced.”

I looked at her in wide-eyed astonishment. “Your world…”

“I know,” she said, shaking her head and brushing her red hair back. She got very quiet then said, “When I was with him… the Inquisitor… I would sometimes wonder if what I was going through was penance for the life I had.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. But I knew I had to say something. “It wasn’t—it was just bad luck. You were surrounded by users, and they did what people like that do best.”

“Anyway,” she said, pulling her wet eyes from the field and looking at me. “Let’s go actually do something and get off this planet.”

“Okay,” I said, and we turned toward the sound of loud conversation down the hall. Soon, the scent of melting cheeses and cooking meats filled my nostrils. Even more than the delectable smells, it was nice that the place didn’t reek of body odor.

Before we reached the room, we had to pass by two Gubernatorial Guards, their blue and yellow armor looking as though it was pulled straight from the assembly line that morning and placed on them. They watched us like statues, letting the threat come from how still they were.

And even though they weren’t there for me, just the Consortium presence raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

The room was large. One entire wall was a window looking out onto the stadium. A hologram projector in the center of the room showed the action in real time in miniature. Opposite the glass were five chefs at five stations cooking various Threen dishes. And of course, there were just as many bartenders making cocktails for the men in suits standing around.

On the walls were pictures of the governor cutting ribbons, handing giant checks to charitable organizations, and meeting other influential people. Framed newspapers and magazines filled in the spaces between awards and recognitions. The place was like a shrine to the man’s life.

“Cuts both ways,” Imogen said, gesturing in the direction of a human and Conecian woman holding trays with drinks and wearing nothing but small bar aprons tied around their waists hanging to mid-thigh.

“It’s all power displays,” I observed, having seen similar things with the gangsters I had known.

“I know,” Imogen said, clearly having a hard time even looking at the women.

As we neared the group, I heard one voice over all the others, telling a story. “So, the sniveling little squirt tried to say something, but I kicked him right in the ’goots, and that shut him up!”

All the men around him laughed performatively. I had seen this exact thing so many times too. With bosses and especially with the gangsters I had known, they always surrounded themselves with people who would worship them and make them feel as powerful as they believed themselves to be.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Vince said, cutting through the room and turning everyone’s attention to us. “Who is this vision I see before me? Could this be little Gin-Gin in the flesh? All grown up and lookin’ like she could put a boot through an ass?”

“Uncle Vince,” she shrieked, then charged across the room and leapt into his arms, nearly knocking him over.

“Gents, scram,” he said to the lackeys, and they all quickly filed out through a door on the opposite side from where we entered to a room full of large, padded seats. The cooks turned off their fires and followed, with the bare butts of the waitresses right behind.

Within a moment, it was just the three of us.

“You must be the savior,” Vince said with a smile so unnatural that he looked like a wax sculpture.

“Hank Spears,” I said, nervous even to say my name in front of someone who worked for the Consortium. But I needed this man to trust me, and I was about to risk everything by sharing something that he might not believe.

“Governor Vincent Delfina,” he said, extending a hand. We shook as he still held Imogen with his other arm. She had just a hint of a smile, but her face looked more at ease than I had ever seen it. Even with Louise, she had still seemed a bit guarded, but now she just seemed happy.

“Good to meet you,” I said. “And thank you for this audience.”

“Audience?” he said sarcastically. “You aren’t meetin’ the King of Rhygos or nothing.”

“If you’re willing to hear me out, you might as well be the King of the universe,” I said, and though I was certainly trying to butter him up, I also meant it. We had been running up against the wall for so long, and now I had an opportunity to pitch my case to somebody with actual authority.

“Oh, I’m willing to hear you out, but watch the game for a bit so I can catch up with little Gin-Gin,” he said, pointing toward the front of the room as he ushered his cronies to the back.

The two of them spoke in hushed tones, and I tried to listen. Even though at this point I trusted Imogen, there was still the possibility that she was about to sell me out and run away with somebody she trusted.

Of course, I was friends with her aunt, and I had saved her life, but I always felt as though I was ready to be betrayed at any moment. But when I heard snippets of what they were saying it sounded as if she was catching him up on everything she had been through.

Meanwhile, I watched the Clashball match, feeling the old thrill of excitement that I had when I was a child watching the Wrenchers. Somehow, even though he was long dead, it also made me feel closer to Lutch. These little moments, enjoying things that we had done together, always brought me back and reconnected me with my past.

They continued to talk as the game ended. The field was vacated and the combatants began to make their way out. At first, there were three pairs fighting at once, then two, then the main event where the two most famous fighters would square off and only one would leave alive.

That was the point at which the crowd truly went wild all around me, the stadium vibrating with excitement, and at the same time Imogen and Vince returned.

“She tells me you want to talk about something serious,” he said with a tone to match the severity of the conversation.

“I do,” I said, finishing the beer that I had been working on and gesturing in the direction of some chairs beside the hologram.

“What can you tell me?” he asked.

“Before I start,” I said, “I need to caution you that a lot of this is going to sound absolutely insane. You’re not gonna be inclined to believe it, and I understand that. But all of it is true, and I have evidence.”

“No need for the preamble to tell me what I need to know,” he said. “I’m a busy man.”

“Okay, I won’t mince words: the Enemy AI from the Old War is rebuilding his strength and has an ancient superweapon called Codename: Extinction at his disposal somewhere in the universe.”

“This is a joke?” he asked me, then looked at Imogen, whose face was as deadly serious as my own. “You’re not pulling my leg?”

“Everything he’s saying is true,” Imogen affirmed. “Even the Inquisitor that I was working with had found similar evidence.”

“Then why isn’t it him who’s bringing this to Parliament?” Vince demanded. “You know I am on the Inquisition Oversight Committee, and I have never heard of any of this.”

Imogen let out a pregnant sigh. “We presented almost none of what we did to our superiors, and I know that they shared even less with you. The Inquisitors know that they are above the law and act like the Oversight Committee is little more than an inconvenience since they have to report only to the Triumvirate, and only when they deem it necessary.”

“They will hear about this,” Vince snarled.

“No!” Imogen said more aggressively than was entirely appropriate, given the circumstances. Vince looked at her with narrowed eyes. “Sorry, but for now, you can’t accuse the Inquisition of malfeasance.”

“Why’s that?” he demanded.

“Because we need you to look into this and convince Parliament to take it seriously,” I said, pulling the disk out of my jacket pocket. “We have all the proof on this disk, but more than that, we’ve seen it. I have seen the Enemy AI on an old military space station.”

“And you would testify before Parliament to that effect?” Vince asked.

“I would, but…”

“You’re on the run?” he assessed with a raised eyebrow.

I looked at Imogen. “It’s more than that, Uncle. We met because I was hunting him.”

The man nodded and looked back at me. “Guessing I don’t want to know?”

“Probably better if you don’t,” I said. “But I can assure you it only bolsters our case. And if you can get me out from under the Inquisition’s thumb, I would be happy to present my case to Parliament.”

“Well, I would need to call you as a witness if we would move forward with this, but for the time being, let me see what evidence you’ve got,” he said and took the disk from my hand. He shut off the fight being displayed on the holo and replaced it with my information.

To my surprise, he quickly scanned everything we had gathered, and all that Edwin had put together.

“This is something,” he said when he got to the end. “But not enough.”

I suspected I knew what he meant. “You need some incentivizing to take this threat more seriously?”

He pressed his hands to his heart and looked at me as though I had called him a cheat at the poker table. “You think that’s the kind of man I am?”

I looked to Imogen for help.

“I told him that’s the kind of man you are,” she said unapologetically.

He laughed at that, a high-pitched halting sound. “Okay, I might be that kind of person sometimes, but when it comes to family, I’m always happy to lend a hand. That being said, what you have here is not enough to convince Parliament of anything.”

He pushed off the holo, ejected the disc, and swept a hand in front of himself.

“The Parliamentarians don’t do anything unless they have to,” he explained. “They owe their existence to these people, and these people want to believe that we won the War, and that’s that. What you’ve come to me with is a can of worms on a scale we have never seen, so as I said, I’m going to need more.”

“I understand,” I said solemnly. I was happy that he was even entertaining the notion, but a part of me had hoped that since we would have come this far, he would be willing to take it directly to the government.

Part of me also knew that he was right. To convince a room of people that everything they believed to be true was a lie was gonna be no easy task. Especially given the fact that they weren’t going to be enthusiastic about the prospect of having to then sell this to their constituents.

“What more do you need?” I asked.

“You need to look into these files. It seems like you might have enough information to start actually tracking down this Extinction,” he said. “You bring me direct evidence of the superweapon, I believe I can get some people on board. Might just be a small group at first, but we know how to make noise,” he said, smirking at his own comment.

“Thank you for listening to us and taking us seriously,” I said, and I truly meant it.

“Don’t thank me yet,” he said, “I’m only just doing a favor because I love little Gin⁠—”

Before he could finish, the glass beside us erupted, and shards sprayed down on us as Vince was thrown back.
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Imogen leapt down to her uncle’s side, and the Gubernatorial Guard came rushing into the room.

Another gunshot rang out, this one hitting Vince in the arm and spraying blood into the room.

Screams went up from the stadium, and people began scattering in every direction. I looked for the shooter and saw what looked like the vague shape of a man in all black somewhere in the crowd.

Planting my gloved hands on the frame, I threw myself over the ledge and down into the stands, where I landed on a plastic chair that buckled and cracked under my weight.

I went charging forward, rushing against the surging crowd, leaping over chairs and nearly flying head over heels down the sloped arena seating. Through the crowd, I thought I saw another glimpse of the man, but I couldn’t be sure.

A woman screaming in panic pointed in the direction that I was running. “He’s there, he’s there!” she shouted, and I tried to get a good look at her face in case I needed to ask questions later, but her face was painted in the team colors as so many others were.

I threw a man out of my way and continued forward, rushing to where I thought I had seen the hitman. I reached the backs of a few people and gripped the shoulder of someone, then squeezed between two others and looked at a pile of black clothes beside a rifle now melting against the cement under the stadium seating.

“Where did he go?” I asked, looking at all of the people who were staring in shock at the empty clothes.

“He just vanished,” one of the people said, and everybody else nodded in agreement.

“People can’t just vanish,” I asserted.

A guy holding a half-eaten hot dog looked me right in the eyes. “This guy did.”

I reached down, grabbed the black outfit, and jammed it in the satchel that I used to carry scrap with but left the smoldering remains of the weapon. It looked as though it might’ve been made of some kind of resin and would be little more than goo when it was done burning.

If we had time and resources, Edwin could probably identify what the coat had been made of and try to track down the supplier but that wasn’t realistic.

Instead, I looked up to see if there were security cameras anywhere and spotted one just above me, mounted into the cement underside of the next tier of seating. Ignoring the useless witnesses, I clambered over the seats and was immediately disappointed when I neared the camera. Close inspection showed that it was useless. The obviously fake item was designed to deter bad behavior and was nothing more than a cut off piece of can mounted to a rectangular piece of old computer. The wires that made up the back were duct taped to the cement ceiling, and I couldn’t help but curse Parm once again.

I moved back toward the chairs where I had let myself down, pressed with my feet up against the top of the backrest, and hoisted myself back up into the window where I saw the two gubernatorial guards tending to Vince’s wounds.

Imogen rushed over to me. “Did you catch them?” she asked, shaking her head. “No, obviously you didn’t.”

“No,” I agreed. “I didn’t catch them, and I didn’t get any information at all. All the witnesses said was that he disappeared into thin air and left his clothes.”

“So, we’re looking for some kind of naked assassin?” Imogen asked as one of the Guards approached, their long, purple cape flowing behind their new armor.

“Did I just hear that right?” the woman demanded. “The assailant got away?”

“Yes,” I said. “But I am a bounty hunter, and I would be happy to track down this person,” I said and raised my voice to be heard by Vince across the room. “Free of charge.”

The sectoral governor got up and walked over to me. His shirt was open, revealing a Kevlar vest with a large puncture in the surface.

“I want you to find who did this and bring them to me,” he said, his words like venom.

“Sir, it’s our job,” the guard began, but Vince silenced her with a look.

“Your job is to get the name Hank Spears removed from any wanted list you can and make sure I’m pinged if anyone tries to change that status,” he said, his tone hard and unflinching, his eyes like flaming embers.

To me, he said, “You track down who did this, you hear me?”

“I hear you,” I said.

“Good.” A wicked smile crossed his lips. “I saw how quick you sprang into action just now, and that speaks more to me about your character and what kind of man you are than any of the rigmarole that came before. You find who did this and get me the evidence I need, and I’ll sing your case from the rooftops.”

“Jackpot,” Ned said, sounding as excited as I had ever heard him.

We didn’t have any time to waste, and with Lara sidelined at the moment, this was going to be my first solo bounty hunt.

“I need you to open a private bounty and offer it to me so that I have the full weight of the Conclave behind me,” I said in my most authoritative tone.

Vince waved his hand toward the guard who had been treating his arm and the man nodded his understanding.

“And now I’m going to need you to tell me if you can think of anybody who would want to hurt you,” I said.

Imogen and Vince both chuckled.

“Who wants to hurt me?” he asked through the laugh. “Maybe I should make you a list of who doesn’t since that’ll be a lot shorter. I’m the most important politician on the richest planet in the universe. I have no shortage of enemies.”

“This is gonna be tougher than I thought,” Ned observed.

“Who was your first thought, then?”

“Tony Abate,” he answered without hesitation. “I beat him in the last election, and we are running against each other again.”

“You really think that Tony would try to have you killed?” Imogen asked incredulously. “You two were like brothers.”

“Just because he married my sister doesn’t make him my brother,” he said, wagging his finger in Imogen’s face.

“Sure it does,” Ned whispered. “That’s literally the definition of a brother-in-law.”

“Listen, kid, a lot has happened since you last saw Tony, and him and me don’t get along so good anymore. Politics will do that,” he said.

“You don’t have to tell me that,” Imogen observed.

“I suppose I don’t.”

“Does Tony live here on the planet?” I asked, trying to move the conversation back toward the matter at hand.

Vince looked down his arm where the blood was beginning to seep out from under the quick bandage. “Yeah, he lives here, but hardly on the planet. He’s got a penthouse at the top of the Bank of Parm building.”

Imogen shot me a look that Vince caught.

“The two of you know that place?”

“We were just asked not to return there prior to coming here,” I explained.

“To the penthouse?”

“No, to the bank,” Imogen clarified.

Vince waved that away. “They got nothing to do with each other. I’ll let you take my shuttle straight from here to there, and maybe you can get that rat to tell you who he hired. You have my permission to do whatever you see fit to get the information.”

From where she was working on the other side of the room, the gubernatorial guard shouted over, “I didn’t hear that, and no you don’t.”

“Right, no you don’t,” he said and gave me an exaggerated wink. “Anyway, I get patched up and then head back to my place. Just a few blocks that way.”

He pointed vaguely to his right.

Just at that moment, the door on the far side of the room opened, then all of the men surrounded Vince and began to pepper him with questions and tell him how tough he was.

“That’s our cue,” I said, and Imogen and I made our way toward the door.

“Bye, Uncle Vince,” Imogen called, but he didn’t hear her; he was far too busy basking in the worry of his adoring crowd.

The Gubernatorial Guard stepped in front of us. “You’re no longer a wanted man, Hank Spears,” she informed me. “At least not by the Consortium. But don’t do anything stupid that will force me to put your name right back on that list.”

“The Conclave holds me to a certain standard anyway,” I said. “I couldn’t go kill a political candidate any more than you could.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” she said and reached out to pat me on the cheek.

The other guard stepped over. “I opened the bounty and gave your Falconer the governor’s address should you need it after your investigation. If you’d like to follow me, I can take you to his shuttle.”

“Thank you both,” I said and fell in behind the guard who began marching out the door and back down the hallway, his cape fluttering behind him.

“You okay, Gin-Gin?” I asked, a shit-eating grin plastered across my face.

“No,” she admitted in a quavering voice. “For two reasons. One, don’t ever call me Gin-Gin again. And two, I’m tired of seeing the people that I love have terrible things happen to them.”

I remembered back to Shep activating the nanobots inside Louise, nearly pulling her apart from the inside out. “I can understand that,” I told her.

“Maybe it’s better not to have any family at all, like you,” she said. “That way, nothing bad can happen to them.”

“That’s only because bad things already did happen to them,” I reminded her.

She fell silent for a moment. “I guess we have that in common.”

Feeling like it was better to get away from the subject and return to the task in front of us, I asked, “What do you know about this Tony?”

“He’s a prick,” Imogen answered quickly. “But is also a nice guy.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Ned said, so I simply repeated it to her.

She shrugged as we followed the guard out past the Kyrog and into the stadium that was still clearing out. He turned, and we headed in the direction of the locked metal door, then he inserted a key into it, swinging it open and guiding us up a narrow staircase.

“It means that he’s the kind of guy that thinks it’s funny to give people nicknames about whatever they might be uncomfortable with or make the kind of comments that he thinks are funny and are mostly just him being a dick,” she explained. “But fundamentally, underneath it all, he’s a good guy who got into politics because he wants to help people.”

“I’ve met the type,” I told her. “Honestly, you’re describing half of the people who have scrappers licenses.”

“I don’t have a hard time believing that,” Imogen said. “But I don’t believe that Tony would try to have Vince killed. They might be political adversaries, but I just can’t see Tony doing that kind of thing. Under all his bluster, he’s a teddy bear.”

“People are capable of a lot of things in the quest for power,” I reminded her.

“This I know, but you’ll see what I mean once you meet the man,” she said.

“People have killed for a lot less than a Sectoral governorship.”


14


[image: ]


“Va va voom,” the large bearded man said when we entered his lavish penthouse. The flight over had been quick, and the guard had gotten us past all of Tony’s security without incident. My bounty hunter badge would have done the same, but it undoubtedly would’ve taken longer.

Now we were standing in the middle of the beautiful and massive apartment that was as incongruous with the man as I could imagine. Where he looked slovenly and large in an ill-fitting suit covered in small specks of crusty stain and buttons passing through the wrong loops, the space was an ultramodern pink haven.

Everything was so clean it looked like the showroom of a furniture department store. It glinted bright in the light of the afternoon sun, which poured in from a rear sliding wall that opened onto a balcony overlooking the tall structures of downtown Parm. From here, there was no street noise or squalor, and there were no pushy street thugs or starving animals.

“If you had told me that any daughter of Albert Hush would turn into a sexy young thing like this, I would have laughed you out of the room,” Tony said as he crossed the space, his eyes running over Imogen and then turning on me.

“What’s this, your muscle?” he asked. “I should tell you, sweet thing, you could find better protection than this guy. He looks like something a Junk Rat woulda pulled off the scrap heap.”

Walking over to me, he extended a hand. “Whadda ya say, there, Dusty?”

“Mister Abate, I’m Hunter Spears, and I’m here on official business,” I said as I shook his hand.

“Oh!” he said excitedly. “You mean to tell me that this is the best Vinny could find? Wait till the boys hear about this. And you”—he turned back to Imogen—“you didn’t like being an Inquisitor, so now you’re palling around with this dime store bounty hunter?”

Imogen, whose face had been pulled tight since he first opened his mouth, couldn’t even bring herself to answer, and I wondered if she was rethinking her assertion. The man was living up to his reputation on the one hand, but I had yet to see the teddy bear aspect she had touted.

“It sounds like you already knew of the attack against the Governor,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. “Is that because you had something to do with it?”

“What’s that, a joke?” he demanded, reaching over to the counter of a nearby bar and picking up the remote control set on top. He turned on the television in the corner of the room, and we all looked at the little screen set into the range just beside the microwave, watching an ad for the Parm Zoo and Aquarium.

Tony grimaced. “I figured the news would be on when I turned it on,” he groused. “But the point is, everyone knows Vinny got shot at the games. What do you think everybody was watching when it happened? All they had to do was turn the cameras to face the box.”

“Did anybody catch the attacker?” I asked.

Tony laughed. “I thought you were the bounty hunter. What are you asking me for? Or did you come all this way to see if I would do your job once you realized that I’m not the person you’re looking for?”

“You’re saying you had nothing to do with the attack on Vincent?” I asked.

“I answered this question already,” Tony said, sounding irritable. “I don’t like Vinny, but he is my brother-in-law. I don’t want to see ’im dead. I just want to rub his face in my ’goots when I beat him in the next election.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “And you just expect me to take your word for it?”

He adjusted his tie, the bottom tip just sticking out from underneath the other. “I don’t care what you believe. I’m not the one who hired you to find the hitman. Though, he’s obviously as bad at his job as you are at yours.”

“Where were you during the games?” I asked.

“What, now you think I was the hitman?” he asked and laughed again. “I was here, watching the fight like everybody else. And, no, before you ask, I wasn’t alone. Hon, can you come in here?”

From the other room, a beautiful woman in an elegant silver dress sashayed in. She had just enough of Vince’s facial features to look like his sister, but she also looked to be at least a decade younger than both her brother and husband.

“Hello, Imogen, it’s been a long time,” the woman said, and so measured was the tone that it almost sounded like a stage performance. Like someone’s impression of a wealthy debutante.

“Hi, Edie, how have you been?” Imogen asked, giving a little wave to the woman putting pearl earrings in as she came to stand beside her husband.

They obviously knew each other, but there didn’t seem to be any love lost between the two women.

“I’ve been fine until I had to subject myself to spurious accusations being levied upon my man,” she said. “Who, as he asserted, was with me all day as we were getting ready for a gala to support the Parm Children’s Hospital.”

“Got that right,” Tony said and reached out to slap the woman on the behind. “I got her ready so good that she had to take that shower before the gala.”

“Gross,” Ned said.

“And if you don’t believe us, you can check with the floor’s doorman,” he said “And, unless you have any other questions, we do need to be going to this gala as we like to actually support local causes rather than only taking credit for doing so.”

I would have made a point of checking with the doorman, but, despite my general disdain of the person, I wasn’t convinced that he had hired a hitman, and my attention was drawn to the little screen in the kitchenette. I walked over to look at the coverage of the back of the man in black in a crowd holding a rifle.

The camera had him in frame when the first shot was fired, but there was a bright flash and then, of course, a few people obstructed the view and the man was gone. A plume of smoke from the self-destructing weapon was all that remained.

“Hey, Detective Plop, you plan on vacating my premises any time now, or are you just setting up shop to watch my tube?” Tony asked before turning to Imogen. “And you, it was a pleasure looking at you, but I hope I don’t have to see you again.”

“Let’s go,” Imogen said, her words tight and impatient.

I walked close behind, as happy to get out of there as she was. “Thank you for your time,” I called.

And Tony wasted no time in answering, “Thank you for leaving.”

“You think he did it?” I asked as soon as we were outside the door, entering the circular foyer with a round desk at its center where the doorman sat.

“I still don’t,” Imogen said. “But I like him a lot less than I remembered.”

“What, you weren’t in the mood for some casual objectification while working an assassination investigation?” Ned joked, but of course, she couldn’t hear.

“He was pretty much what you said he was going to be,” I said. “But my gut tells me that he didn’t do it. It’s also bad politics to kill the person you’re running against, and a pretty obvious move. That man is clearly a prick but if he’s gotten this far in Threen politics, he’s not an idiot.”

I walked over to the doorman’s desk and checked with him about the comings and goings from the apartment. I had to flash my badge, but the doorman obliged and said that they hadn’t left the place all day.

“Where to now?” Imogen asked. “We really should’ve gotten a list of all of Vince’s enemies rather than letting him just give us the one.”

“I had another thought,” I said, thinking back. “Lara and I ran into a bounty hunter when we were at the enclave, and he said that he was chasing someone who was essentially a ghost. I hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but ‘ghost’ would accurately describe the assassin we are looking for, so maybe this other hunter has some information for us.”

“Back to the enclave?” she asked, and I gave a quick nod. Quickly, we returned to the shuttle Vince had loaned us.

It was still parked on the luxurious landing pad that looked more like a rooftop statue garden than a parking lot. The Guard was waiting beside the kiwi class shuttle, waiting to take us where we needed to go.

“Bounty hunter enclave,” I barked, and the guard hurried up the ramp with us just behind. The ship was small but heavily armored and offered the passengers a few amenities like plush leather seats and a minibar.

The pilot entered a small single-seat cockpit and could close themselves off with a privacy wall. Because I wasn’t anybody important, though, this Guard simply sat and took off as soon as we were strapped in.

Being given the luxury of a ship and a pilot was something I wasn’t used to but was incredibly grateful for. Tracking down leads in a congested city I didn’t know would be much more difficult than being flown between places by somebody who knew the lay of the land, and, theoretically, who could come in handy in a fight.

I wasn’t sure how I intended to fight against somebody who increasingly seemed like an actual ghost, but having one more person possibly available to join the fray would be beneficial.

The little shuttle took off, and the glasses beside the champagne bottle only rattled a little. It was as smooth a ride as I had ever experienced. The Buzzard rattled and clattered with every move, but this luxurious kiwi moved through the air like a hot knife through butter.

“I’ve been sneaking around in some local computer systems,” Ned said in a whisper. “And it does seem that our friend Vince has quite a few enemies. He has supported some local labor unions and made enemies of a few local companies while also supporting big businesses and alienating several small vocal groups.

“He also, and strap yourself in for the surprise of a lifetime, has some connection to organized crime and has been accused of threatening people who disagree with him politically. Of course, none of these accusations have been proven, but that certainly doesn’t mean they’re untrue. The more I look into the man, the more I believe that there are any number of enemies who might’ve wanted to see his political career, and life, cut short.”

I thought about that for a moment and looked right at Imogen for the benefit of the pilot. Just in case he was paying attention. “And what, if anything, have you learned about the assassin.”

“What?” Imogen asked, furrowing her brows for a moment before realizing that I was talking to Ned. She shot a glance over to the pilot as well and began mumbling something in hushed tones.

Meanwhile, Ned answered my question. “I haven’t been able to find anything, but I also have only been intruding on local systems. In order to gain access to the greater feltwork, I would put myself at a higher risk of being discovered.”

“I see,” I said. “Well, I will keep looking into column A if you continue to investigate column B.”

“Sure thing,” Imogen said as though it made any sense and for the first time, I saw the Guard look back at us. Not that he seemed particularly interested, but I also knew better than to assume anyone who worked for the Consortium was trustworthy.

As we neared the surface, our shuttle joined the fray by laying into the horn, clearing out a space on the street beside the front door where we could land.

Apparently, the Governor had access to park his vehicle wherever he wanted in the city but not on the landing pad of a Conclave enclave.

From the windows, I could see people beginning to gather around the shuttle, reaching out their hands and looking expectantly.

The pilot stood and made his way past us toward the rear of the ship before activating the ramp. “I’ll try to clear the way, but the people here tend to get a little aggressive.”

“We’ve noticed,” I said, unbuckling and standing behind him. “Hopefully the Conclave guards will be able to help as well.”

Though, when I glanced out the window, I didn’t see the two people in their ornate armor standing beside the door they had been before. And when the ramp lowered, we all had to push as the mob of impoverished locals reached toward us, believing anybody coming from the Governor’s shuttle to be affluent.

It was hard to move, and the air was thick. On all sides, people pressed in around us and hands were everywhere.

“Back off!” the Guard shouted, but it made no difference. When he pulled out a baton to threaten them with, Imogen reached out and put a hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t,” she said. I knew that she hated being surrounded by them, but after everything she had been through with John Gregory, she obviously didn’t want to witness unnecessary cruelty either.

Rather than swinging it, the man used the baton to reinforce his arm and push forward to the door of the enclave. When we reached it, there were still no guards to be seen, so I simply opened the gate and let myself in, then closed it behind me and left the gubernatorial guard standing just on the other side, people swarming around him like locusts.

It was hard to go from someplace so full to someplace so empty, but there was nobody on the other side of the door. Even the cats were gone.

“I don’t like this,” I said before breaking into a trot and crossing the small garden to the enclave building.

When I stepped in, all of my fears were immediately confirmed.
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The room was a bloodbath.

In the corner, the woman running the shop had a hole the size of a grapefruit in her chest. On the floor before me, the two door guards lay in pools of blood, looking as though they had their throats slit as they came charging in, and at the back of the room, the Kyrog bounty hunter was on the ground, his head several feet away.

Imogen blinked a few times, staring at the carnage before her before turning, walking out the door and immediately vomiting into the garden.

“These were all bounty hunters,” I said in astonishment.

“Whoever did this is incredibly dangerous,” Ned said as though I needed to be told.

I opened my mouth to speak but heard a sound coming from the far side of the room. Without wasting a moment, I broke into a run, jumped over bodies, and cleared slick patches of blood.

Just outside the door where the transport ship had been before, I saw the back of a cloak rushing away, the hood pulled up.

Seeing the person who had done all this sent a surge of adrenaline rushing through my body, and I ran faster than I had ever thought possible.

The cloaked figure sprang up toward the rear wall and grabbed hold of the curved spikes designed to keep people out but that did nothing to keep people in.

I reached the wall just as the last piece of black fabric disappeared over the edge. I bent my legs, jumped as high as I could, and reached for the curved bars. One hand closed around one, and I pulled, then grabbed another with my second hand, slammed the tips of my boot against the wall, and forced the rest of my body up.

As I heaved my body onto the top of the wall, I could see the cloak fluttering to the ground on the street beyond. Before I could even position myself, someone had run out and grabbed the cloak, then disappeared into an alley.

I cursed and eased myself backward, then lowered my body to the ground and crossed back to the enclave.

This ghost was unbelievably deadly, and if he took another run at Vince, my only chance of getting Parliament to listen would be out the window and I would be back to square one. Vince knew that he was in trouble and was going back to the safest place that he could, but I needed to inform the Conclave of what happened.

After stepping around the massive Kyrogi body, I walked over to one of the computer systems and dialed in for Zenobia.

This time, she didn’t answer quickly, and I stood in the surreal silence surrounded by death as just beyond, the hustle and bustle of the city continued unabated.

Eventually, the face of my Falconer appeared. “Zen,” I said, and before she could scold me for calling her that, I continued. “Something terrible has happened here. I am at the enclave on Parm, and everyone has been killed.”

“Who is everyone?”

“A hunter, two of the guards stationed here, and the woman running the little shop,” I said. “The Kyrog was hunting someone he described as a ghost, and I’ve been hired to track down an assassin who made an attempt on the governor’s life.”

“Stand by a moment,” she said, peering at the screen in her office. “That Hunter was working on a case with almost no information. He was after an assassin known as the Ghost of Korfuu. All of the information regarding who this person is has been classified by the government.”

“So it’s safe to assume that they either trained him or hired him and don’t want a trail,” I suggested.

“Correct,” Zenobia agreed. “But I have sources too.”

She worked on her computer a bit longer, then let out a little gasp. “I think I know what he is.”

“What?” I demanded.

“Patience,” she said. “I have to check a few things.”

I did what anyone would do when told to be patient and glanced around impatiently. Of course, here, I was surrounded by nothing but a crime scene. Outside, I could still hear Imogen panting and pacing around.

“Tell me everything,” she said finally, and I explained what had happened at the stadium. Leaving out the reasoning for our meeting with Vince.

Once she had heard all I had to say, she took a long pause.

“A Gaskyn,” she said, and I stared at her expectantly.

“What’s that?”

“It is a species I had only ever heard rumors about but that Syn Kel Kal had been investigating,” she explained, her voice heavy. “They are rumored to be a people who can shift their makeup between the physical and what is little more than a vapor.”

“How?” I pressed, having never heard of anything like this.

She scowled at me. “Do I look like a physics professor to you? I don’t know how. I wasn’t even sure that they existed until I cross-referenced what I have learned about the Ghost of Korfuu with what you told me about the incident at the stadium.”

“How the hell am I supposed to hunt a vapor?” I demanded.

She smiled in the way that Lutch often would: like somebody who was about to teach.

“Rather than thinking about what you don’t know about the assassin, why don’t you think about what you do know,” she said, a clever little smile crawling around the corner of her lip.

“I don’t know anything about him.”

One eyebrow rose on her face. “Don’t you?”

“All I know is that he was trying to kill the governor,” I said, but as the words left my mouth, I knew what she meant. Before she could speak, I continued, “I should go and wait for him to try again.”

“Precisely,” the old woman said. “You’re getting better.”

“I’m trying,” I said modestly, still not convinced I would ever be as good a bounty hunter as I had been a scrapper.

“You are doing more than that,” Zenobia offered. “And I’ve noticed that you are the only hunter on this case. If you complete it, you could certainly move up in rank, and now that you have a ceremonial weapon, you would be eligible.”

“That’s all well and good,” I said. “But first I need to spring a trap for an assassin that can literally walk through walls and somehow survive.”

And I wasn’t entirely convinced I could survive. Looking around the room, seeing the carnage this thing had wrought, I worried that both me and Vince would be next.

No.

Though I had my fears, I had been through too much and come too far to let some hitman be the end of me.

“Is there any other relevant information?” I asked, hoping for something more.

She shook her head. “As I said, this is only a hypothesis based on the information you’ve presented to me, and I’m still not entirely convinced it’s the truth. Only when you tell me I’m right will I actually believe it. Until then, lay in wait like a hunter and spring the trap.”

“Will do.”

“And, Spears,” she added in a surprisingly soft tone, “stay safe out there.”

“I’m trying,” I said.

She nodded slowly. “A team has already been dispatched to your location, and the Conclave thanks you for your service.”

“I’ll let you know how it goes,” I said, then killed the feed and made my way back out to Imogen.

“Did you call for backup?” she asked when I appeared.

“Not really,” I told her. “I informed the Conclave of what happened and checked in with my Falconer. She recommended that we go and wait for whoever attacked Vince to come back. The one thing we know is that they’re on a job… oh, and they might be some species that can turn into a vapor.”

“A Gaskyn?” she asked, staring at one of the cats who had emerged from under an overgrowth.

“What?” I said. “You know what they are?”

“I mean, I’ve heard about them, sure,” she said. “I know politicians use them all the time for their various nefarious causes.”

“So, they’re real?”

“Sure,” she said absently, kneeling and reaching out while rubbing two fingers together to get the cat’s attention. “I’ve only ever known one, but she came to the house once. I came home early from school… well, I was cutting school and neither of us expected the other to be there.

“Anyway, she tried to convince me that she was there for some cockamamie reason, but I knew that they were getting into some sketchy business. The next week, one of my girlfriends said that her dad’s office had been broken into and some files had been stolen. I didn’t confront my dad, it wasn’t my business or anything, but I definitely knew what happened.”

I stood there with my mouth open. “This is a species that I never heard of, the world-famous bounty hunter was trying to prove the existence of, and that you just met casually because you cut school one day.”

The cat wandered over and nuzzled against Imogen’s outstretched fingers.

Though she was speaking to me, she seemed elsewhere as she scratched the cat on the ground in front of her.

“Do you know anything about them?”

“The Gaskyn? Not anything more than what I said,” she answered absently. “I mean I can tell you that the woman was a bitch when I met her, but I don’t think that helps with the investigation at all.”

“It doesn’t,” I said and pressed my finger to my ear. “Ned, you got anything on this?”

“I was wondering how long it would take before you got to me,” he admonished. “And most of what I have are the kind of feltwork conspiracy theories that don’t do anybody any good. Up until a minute ago, if you had asked me, I would’ve told you that the Gaskyn were nothing more than an old wives’ tale.”

“From context, I’m guessing that means it wasn’t true?”

“Actually, the etymology of that phrase is not entirely clear, but it essentially means the kind of spurious thing that an old woman teaches the next generation,” he explained.

“So, the moral of the story is, you have no new information for me?” I asked.

“I didn’t say that,” he told me. “I was also listening to what Zenobia said, and I looked into Korfuu. While there was almost no information on the ghost, there was some information about a religious group that fled the planet after persecution, and guess where they ended up?”

I looked toward the wall. “Parm.”

“Got that right,” he said. “So, if some of those people are here, that might have been how the Ghost was hired.”

“Sounds like we have a lot more questions that we can ask Uncle Vince…”

“Assuming he’s still alive,” Ned answered ominously.


16


[image: ]


“You think it was a gas-man who’s after me?” Vince demanded when we explained what we learned back at his lavish estate.

“A Gaskyn,” I corrected.

“What-the-fuck-ever it is, there’s nothing that’s getting into this place,” the man asserted. “You don’t have a house on the surface of Parm without its security being tested daily. Ain’t nothing gets in here.”

“He got into a bounty hunter enclave,” Imogen said, her voice desperate. “And killed everyone there. These are not people who were easily defeated, and they were all nothing more than bodies. He cut a Kyrog’s head clean off.”

“Kiddo, I know you’re just looking out for me, but there are a dozen armed men between here and the street so, I don’t have anything to worry about,” he said.

“Mister Delfina, do you mind if we stay the night and make sure that’s true?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Knock yourselves out. I was just planning to do some paperwork over dinner and catch up on some tube before bed, but you can hang in my security office… or, better yet, why don’t you both join me for dinner, and you can watch the security cams once I go to sleep.”

I was about to tell him that we couldn’t possibly impose, but Imogen answered faster than I could. “That’s great. I’ve been stuck eating plop for years, and there’s very little that I miss more than the delicious food that I grew up eating.”

“Then you came to the right place,” he said with a smile, waving his hand in the direction of one of the many doors leading off from the room where we had met him.

As we traversed the mansion, my eyes hurt from all of the bright colors. The walls were painted a garish red and the furniture was all bright green with gold trim. And speaking of gold, there was enough of it to choke a Kyrog.

All of the paintings, of which there seemed to be dozens in each room, all were framed in thick gold leaf and every inch of trim and molding was painted bright gold. Chandeliers hung in each room we walked through, and sconces with electric candles lined the walls. Ornate carpets clashed with the artistic renditions of fruits and saints hanging in every available centimeter of space.

The dining room had some kind of cloth ceiling stretched toward a lighting fixture at the center in such a way that it gave the appearance of the inside of a clamshell. At the center was a large table made, of course, entirely of gold. Or, at the very least, it was gold plated.

The light in the room had to be somewhat dim, or the reflection would undoubtedly blind the people sitting to enjoy a meal.

“This place is so nice, I feel like I shouldn’t even be allowed in here dressed like I am,” I joked, though it was partially true.

When I was a boy, Mister Fiddler, the director of the orphanage, selected a handful of people to attend a small function at the home of the mayor of Bussel. Because he liked us and despite the fact that we were troublemakers, Fiddler had brought Lara and me to the dinner.

We had been cleaned up and given new clothes, but then, like now, I felt entirely out of place and too dirty to belong.

It was a weird sensation to be back in that place, and I couldn’t help but stare at where my boots were touching the rug that was worth more than the Buzzard.

“Eh, don’t worry about it,” Vince said with a dismissive wave. “You’re an upright guy, and that means more to me than whatever rags you come in here wearing.”

I laughed. “Guess we’ll just have to take that in the spirit it was intended.”

“You do that,” Vince said, gesturing for us to join him at the long, glimmering table.

“How’s your arm?” I asked.

He put his hand on his shoulder and circled his arm like an athlete after a bad throw. “It will heal. I’ve had worse.”

“Uncle Vince,” Imogen said quietly. “You don’t seem nearly as concerned about this entire situation as I think you should be. We know that there’s a person coming here trying to kill you. A person who has already almost succeeded once.”

“‘Almost’ being the operative word,” he said. “You know what they say, close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.”

“You’ve been shot before?” I asked bluntly. Another door opened and more women in nothing but aprons appeared, this time holding trays with steak dinners on them.

“Oh, yes,” he said, obviously aware that he wore this fact as a badge of honor.

“You, too?”

“Sure have,” I answered. “Got gut shot so bad by a target that I nearly died.”

“I can do you one better,” he exclaimed, pointing a fork at me as the plate was set down in front of him. “I got shot in the neck.”

“I was tortured for over a year by a sadist,” Imogen said, and we both turned to her with our mouths agape. She gave the slightest hint of a smile, and Vince burst out laughing.

“Right, kiddo, you win forever,” he said, tilting his head down, the hanging light casting his eyes into shadow. “And I will never forgive myself for not helping you during your time there.”

“You didn’t know,” she said.

“It’s no excuse,” he shot back.

She slowly sawed through the piece of meat in front of her. “You are on the oversight committee. You thought you understood what the Inquisition was. You were wrong, but that doesn’t make you culpable.”

“Being blind to something that I am in charge of looking into does make me culpable,” he said, the anger in his words obviously directed at himself. “I think of you like my own, and to know that you were hurt… I can’t even…”

Imogen put down her silverware, then reached out and laid a hand on Vince’s. “You are helping now, that’s what matters. Don’t kick yourself for something you couldn’t have known. Just be proud that you are doing the right thing when asked.”

He nodded slowly, moving his right hand to drape over hers. Then he looked at me. “I hope you understand why I can’t act yet.”

I was midway through swallowing one of the tender pieces of meat that tasted more like butter than animal, and I raised my chin in acknowledgement.

“I wish it was different, too,” I admitted. “But I won’t pretend to know anything about politics.”

Vince took a sip of wine from what could only be described as a goblet. “I’ve been in politics my whole life. Groomed for it, and all that jazz. So, you’ll just have to take my word for it.”

“You’re the one taking a bigger risk,” I pointed out, “so I’m happy to take your word for it.”

“Sounds like you have been risking a lot to get this information out there,” he noted.

“We have,” I said, thinking back on everything. “I have been on the run, the only home I ever knew was destroyed, and people have been killed. I just keep telling myself that it’s worth it because we are saving the universe. That’s worth the risk… the price.”

The man’s eyes flared with understanding. “That’s why we do it. Public service is a thankless job. People hate you for what you do and for what you don’t do. They blame you when things go wrong but forget about you when things are working. You sacrifice yourself for them, but no one cares.”

The intensity with which he spoke was almost laughable. I could tell he believed his own words, but it was hard to take him seriously as he complained of self-sacrifice while sitting at a literal golden table that undoubtedly cost more than his constituents made in a lifetime.

Looking down at the food, I realized even that was a sign of pure wealth. Tender steak from a cow that might as well have been massaged all its life before being hugged to death, served beside vegetables that I knew only grew on one planet and most people wouldn’t even know the names of. And which I only did because of a speaker who had visited the orphanage.

She had been a kid like us, a lost soul, until she was taken in by a wealthy family. She spoke to us of how we could still have opportunities to make something of ourselves even if it felt hopeless. Most of the kids had scoffed and made jokes at her expense the moment she walked from the room, but it stuck with me, and even though Lutch was not a rich man, I felt as though I had hit the jackpot when he wanted to adopt me.

“It’s a noble thing he’s doing,” Ned said in my ear, bringing me back to reality, and again, I had to laugh to myself at his programming. He saw the world a certain way, and even when presented with reality would hardly break with what he thought.

“It’s a noble thing you’re doing,” I parroted, and Imogen fixed me with the side-eye that said everything. She obviously loved her uncle but wasn’t naïve about him.

“Thank you,” he said. “And the same goes for you.”

Imogen raised her water glass, and the two of us raised our wine glasses. I only took a small sip as I felt as though I had been drinking the whole day. And, honestly, the wine was too fine for my taste.

Logically, I knew it was expensive and “good,” but it wasn’t what I was used to or to my taste, so a sip served me just fine. And in the end, I would have happily taken a Bussel Brew over it.

On the other hand, I was happy to polish off the steak on my plate.

“Other than the abuse you suffered,” Vince began after dabbing his lips with a napkin, “what was the Inquisition like? The day-to-day of it. I would like to hear an honest assessment now that I know how false everything I have been told is.”

“I don’t really like to talk about it,” Imogen said quietly.

“I understand that, and I’m sorry, but it’s important,” he said in a tone that let her know he wasn’t going to drop it until she did.

“Okay,” she said, the movement of her hand wielding the knife getting more erratic. “It was a life of singular focus. It was like how my father’s life was solely focused on his political career or how mine had been focused on partying and fame.”

“Those are two things,” Ned noted, and I wished I could kick him under the table. Though something told me that if he had a body, he would be the type of person who would loudly ask why he had been kicked and made the moment even more awkward.

Imogen continued, lost in her own memory. And though I felt bad that she had to relive it, I was happy to be getting some insight into the Inquisition as well. It was something that I wanted to know more about. Since I was being hunted by the Inquisition, the more I understood them, the better.

“Initially, my days were divided between studying and quizzing. I would read history and ideology from the moment I woke until the second he walked in, brandishing some implement of pain. He would have me present this body part or that and begin to ask me questions.

“Even if I knew the answer, the threat of pain would often cause me to get it wrong. And when I did, I would be hurt for it. And in addition to the pain, I would receive a lecture about how my flesh was one of the things that made me human, that made me better than the people we were hunting.”

She paused, slicing through her meat with a sharp strike, and I watched Vince watch her, studying her reactions. For someone who had been shot earlier in the day and knew his life was in danger, he certainly didn’t seem to be focused on that at all.

“But what’s so dumb is that I grew to hate my own flesh and wish that I had the protections he so hated. And all the things I learned were only on the surface. I know some of what he beat into me is still there, but I can hardly recall it,” she said, her voice hard and angry.

Ned whispered so as not to be heard in the utterly silent room. “The brain tends to suppress the traumatic, and John Gregory used a long-outmoded form of education. In the service, we would use endorphins to solidify memories during training, but we haven’t used corporal punishment for an age.”

“Ask me what year the Inquisition was founded,” she said, fixing me with a piercing gaze.

“What year was the Inquisition founded?”

“I don’t remember, and I don’t give a fuck,” she snarled. “All that he put me through was for nothing. It was pointless and made me hate his cause. But I still had to enact it. I still had to go with him and kick down doors. I had to watch as we stole parents from their children, kids from their mothers, and spouses from their partners. And all for what? Because they used some technology to save their life, or because they wanted to be better at a job, or just because they wanted to be able to hold a can of soda.

“Of course, we went after some genuinely bad people, too. But for every one of those, there were a dozen people who made a choice to do something illegal because it was better for them. And we would hurt all of them. The suffering I endured was nothing compared to what we put others through.

“I’ve seen people tortured in ways I could never have imagined because we wanted to find the next person in the line of dominoes. For every augment, there was somebody who installed it, and then someone who made it, and then someone who had the idea to create it, and on and on forever.

“And for everyone’s head we cut off, two more would appear. Because, it turns out, making something illegal doesn’t make it any less desirable. And that was the utter stupidity of his zealotry. The Inquisitor believed in his heart, in his “flawlessly human heart” that we were after the eradication of evil, but he didn’t see how flawed that was.

“So we would chase down leads, not too dissimilar from what Hank, here, does as a bounty hunter, but then we would not enforce some law or code, we would just rip people from their lives and then torture them until they died.”

She looked right at Vince. “That’s what the Inquisition truly is.”

“Absolute power and all that,” Ned offered, but Vince stared at her in stunned silence for a moment, au jus dripping down his knife.

“You’ve given me more insight into the real workings of the Inquisition than I’ve gotten in years from the Inquisitors themselves. Hell, I even meet with the head of the Inquisition, herself and all I get is bullplop justifications for whatever I’ve most recently seen on the news. Like when that celebrity got taken in.”

I could see the wheels in his mind turning and knew that we had made ourselves an ally in more than just getting our message out there. Vince and the Parliamentarians at his disposal were not only going to help us get our message out but also battle the Inquisition. This was going to be a huge boon.

Of course, that was only if the man survived the night.

This became slightly less likely when, a few minutes later, gunshots rang out from the front of the residence.
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“Follow me,” Vince said, standing so quickly that the chair bounced back into a fancy hutch full of decorative plates.

Immediately, I pulled out my stomper and followed him, with Imogen close behind. The three of us moved through the house until another series of gunshots crackled from somewhere else and a shriek went up.

Through a labyrinthine series of corridors, we followed Vince until we reached a study. All four walls were lined with bookcases, and a large comfortable chair at the center of the room still had a price tag peeking out from underneath it. It looked as though it had never been sat in once.

Vince clicked a button in his pocket, his keys jangling before one of the bookcases shifted a little bit away from the wall.

“I don’t care what anybody says,” Ned began. “Secret passageways behind hidden doors are always neat.”

Reaching around the side, Vince found the release inside a shallow divot, then slid the bookcase away, revealing a large security office on the other side. A bank of monitors sat facing a chair in front of a weapons locker.

The room was plated in thick metal, and as soon as we stepped in, he pulled the door closed behind us, securing us within. he fumbled with the keys when he took them out of his pocket, then slid one into the weapon cabinet, unlocking it, and pulled an antique shotgun off the wall.

Quickly, he slid in a few rounds and pumped it once theatrically, acting more like something he had seen in an action movie then a man whose life was on the line.

“Grab whatever you want, Gin-Gin,” he said, gesturing toward the cabinet.

She turned and pulled down an energy rifle, then plucked the battery off the charger just inside the lip of the cabinet and moved to slide it in.

It clicked awkwardly and didn’t engage.

“You have to flip it around,” I told her, and she pulled it back out, then rotated it in her hands and reinserted it until it locked into place, making the satisfying sound indicating that the weapon was ready to fire.

“I half expected her to chamber it upside down,” Ned joked, but his voice came through as crackled static. The metal walls were dampening his ability to send a signal between his cube and my earpiece.

Our attention was drawn back to the screen as we watched in black-and-white as one of the guards standing on the walls of the compound heard something and turned. She fired two shots, the flash filling the screen until the vague outline of a humanoid body appeared beside her, crashing a foot down on the guard’s ankle, instantly dropping her to a knee.

The shape took the woman’s combat knife from her belt before she even had a time to react and brought it down into her neck. Gray blood squirted into the air and the Ghost turned into a plume of vapor once again.

Next, the two men standing beside the door were ambushed, the Ghost becoming corporeal and grabbing the front of their rifle, twisting and pointing it in the direction of the other guard. The shock of having his weapon grabbed caused the first guard to pull the trigger, blasting his coworker’s head apart before having the weapon yanked from his grip and pressed into his throat.

The Ghost fired once, the back of the guard’s neck spraying all over the door. The assassin disappeared into a plume.

One by one, the guards were martyred as the Ghost made his way through the house, appearing and disappearing only as long as he needed to.

“We’re going to die here,” Vince said, his voice shaking with terror.

I was inclined to agree with him.

We had made our way out of many tough situations, and when combat wouldn’t do, I had figured out a clever solution now and again, but watching this hunter move through the house, decimating everything that stood in its way, I had a hard time picturing a scenario where we survived.

Imogen hardly knew how to use a weapon, and though I could tell she was determined to survive, I didn’t know if she had the wherewithal to even pull the trigger once. Vince, for all his bravado, looked like he was about to soil himself and smelled as though he just might have.

That left me. And while I could survive a scrape or throw a punch, I didn’t have the martial arts training necessary to go blow for blow with a literal ghost.

I turned to Imogen and asked, “Any ideas?”

“Survive,” she said with a shrug, keeping her answer short so that I could get feedback from Ned.

Vince watched the exchange with just enough curiosity to make me wonder if he suspected something. Not that it would matter in a few minutes.

Ned’s voice crackled, and I thought he was trying to answer, but there was nothing. I considered opening the door, going outside, and at least giving Ned a chance to help, but when I saw the Ghost stalk through the kitchen, I thought maybe we stood a chance if we could just stay hidden.

“Does anybody know about this place?” I asked Vince.

He shook his head violently back and forth, but his hair stayed plastered to his head by all the gel. “Only my security detail, and it don’t look like the Ghost is asking them any questions.”

That was something.

Another one of his security officers had their neck broken before they even had a chance to fight back, their body slumping to the imported marble floor. Of course, here, all marble was imported.

The Ghost made his way through the last few guards, and we followed the little trail of what could just be a streak of smoke left by a cigar as it moved through the house.

My heart pounded against my chest, and the three of us stopped speaking, simply staring at the screens with our weapons poised toward the door as the vapor moved into the library.

He was just on the other side of the door from us, and my eyes flashed over from the screen to the sealed metal, happy for the extra layer of flashing that covered the gap where the frame met the door itself. I had no idea how small a gap the Ghost could pass through, but I had to assume he couldn’t shrink down that small. Of course, that assumption wasn’t based on anything other than my deep desire for it to be true.

“Look,” Vince said in a nearly inaudible whisper. “He’s going away.”

The vapor moved out of the room and into the hallway, but when my eyes shifted to the whole cam, I didn’t see anything. Vince chuckled in relief, but my eyes were plastered to the empty hall, scanning it for anything out of place.

The paintings were exactly as they had been, the rug was right where it should be, and everything seemed exactly in place. I knew I had to be missing something. I had been able to follow the vapor as it moved through the entirety of the house, and now, nothing.

My eyes went wide as I saw the vent just under the trim at the floor, and my hands went up, pointing my stomper to the grate that provided oxygen to the sealed room just as I saw the line of smoke moving in.

In the confined space, the gunshots rang out with a deafening roar, and the bullets tore through the metal of the grate, doing nothing to the vapor. The assassin materialized just in front of me.

A solidified face roared toward my face, cracking one of my eyes and sending me crashing back against the screens of the security desk. A shotgun blast tore through the tiny space, the pellets blasting into the sealed door but missing the Ghost.

Imogen fired a few shots, the beams illuminating the room in a flash of light as they seared into the metal wall.

When the Gaskyn materialized, he was a translucent blue until he made contact with something. The fist he had punched me with was solid and looked like pale white skin.

I raised the stomper, but the assassin was too fast. His leg darted up and kicked my hand, causing my shot to slam into the ceiling. As he brought the foot down, he swung around, his heel hammering against Vince’s temple and throwing him back.

Obviously having no formal weapon training whatsoever, the governor had his finger on the trigger, and his shotgun discharged when he was thrown, the shot exploding against the security screens at my back and showering me in glass, sparks and electronic components.

Imogen fired, managing to strike a piece of materialized shoulder and spraying a gaseous blood into the air before it combusted.

The assassin screeched and sent his fist directly into Imogen’s throat, and she went reeling back, gasping for air. She dropped the weapon and collapsed against the smoldering door.

As I raised the stomper again, the assassin wheeled, contorting their body to kick my hand but this time struck the outside of my hand, causing the weapon to whip across my body. They brought their other leg up to connect with my forehead. My head snapped back and slammed against one of the monitors, my vision going white and blurry.

My head was ringing, and I could hardly register what was happening as the nimble Gaskyn knelt over Vince, pulling the shotgun from his half-conscious fingers. Though none of us had yet been killed, the assassin had shocked all three of us and left us completely defenseless against his attacks.

As he raised the shotgun to his shoulder, the Ghost spoke. “This is for all of the people of Korfuu who you promised asylum and then abandoned. All of the people you promised aid and turned your back on. All of the people whose mouths you stole from, and who suffer so you can live in a palace.”

This assassin was going to end my chances of saving the universe, and I couldn’t allow it. Using all my strength and willing my body to move, I raised my stomper just enough to fire off one shot.

The bullet struck the assassin in the ribs, and it screamed out again, then the shotgun clattered to the ground as the alien turned back into a vapor. But I knew it wouldn’t stop, and I reached across my body with my other hand, groping for the ceremonial spear, and activated it as I pulled it from its sheath.

I swung wildly, passing it through the vapor and hoping that my hypothesis was correct.
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When the internal flame of the blade struck the gaseous form of the Ghost, I was thrown back by the eruption of fire that followed. There was no scream or cry of pain, no body falling to the ground. Instead, there was the vague smell of charred meat and burnt hair in the small room.

“You did it,” Vince said in a half-conscious gurgle. “You killed the bastard.”

I pushed myself off of the security console and moved to offer a hand to Imogen. As I pulled her up, she looked at me with wide eyes. “Are we breathing him in right now?”

That idea was unnerving to say the least, and we both quickly fumbled with the door, then pulled it open and stepped out into the small library. I deactivated the spear tip and slid it back into the specially constructed sheath designed to absorb the heat. Though, admittedly, I immediately felt the warmth of my hip.

“That was some quick thinking, Hank,” Ned offered. “Though, once again, coming up with a plan might have served you well.”

I was getting a little tired of him admonishing me for this. I’d come to understand that Capt. William West, his former paired human, did things differently, and he was accustomed to a certain style, but I did things my way and they still worked out.

Sure, it was often by the skin of my teeth, but I was usually successful. In the moment, though, I was not able to make this point to him as Vince staggered into the room, then slid over the armrest of the plush leather chair and into the seat.

“Uncle Vince,” Imogen said, fixing him with a hard gaze. “What was the assassin talking about?”

He waved a hand in her direction. “Nothing important, Gin-Gin,” he said dismissively and then turned to me. “And you, I owe you my life.”

“You know how you can make it up to me,” I said.

“I do.” He nodded seriously. “But you will also be paid for the bounty as promised. It’ll help me in the long run as well. The higher rank you are as a bounty hunter, the more credibility you carry if I need you in Parliament.”

“I’ll never turn down money,” I said with a smirk. “And I’m happy to know that you’re thinking about ways to make this work.”

“If you can bring me definitive proof that I can use to convince a bunch of nitwits of the truth, you’ll have my full support,” he reiterated. “I won’t soon forget this. I know you want something from me, but you still kept me alive when an army of ex-soldiers and retired prefects couldn’t. I have to make some calls and get this place cleaned up, but the second you have the evidence, you come back here, and I will get you straightened out.”

“It’s really happening,” Ned observed.

I didn’t want to put the cart before the horse or get too excited, but panting, bleeding, and bruised in this little room, I felt as though things might finally be going our way.

“Uncle Vince,” Imogen said again, her voice hard as granite. “What was he talking about?”

The man looked at her the way a parent looks at their child when they ask the same thing for the hundredth time. “Nothing,” he snapped. “I make decisions for political reasons, and sometimes people don’t like it.”

“He said that you made promises to the people of Korfuu who ended up here and that you didn’t honor those promises,” she said. “Is that true?”

“People say a lot of things,” he said, his lifetime of being a professional politician obvious in his non-answer.

The young woman took a step closer to the man she thought of as family. “Tell me what happened to them.”

“Imogen,” I said. “This is not important now.”

She turned and looked at me with her eyes ablaze. “It is important! Now and always.”

“What’s the difference?” Vince demanded, impatience and irritation sewn into every word.

“Because we’re the good guys,” she announced. “All of us are supposed to be making the universe a better and safer place. I spent too long around bad people committing evil acts. I won’t abide it from people I’m working with now. But especially not from family.

“My blood family proved the kind of people they are, and I’ve always known that everything you do is not entirely above board, but I can’t think that you are one of the people making this place worse for others. So, tell me now.”

His face changed from one of annoyance to one of sympathy. He knew what she had been through and why she cared so much.

“I made a promise I didn’t keep,” he admitted. “Everything that fart cloud accused me of was true. But I’ll make it right.”

“How?” Imogen demanded.

He smiled at her, and it looked to be the first genuine expression I had seen from him since we had met.

“I’ll give the people the relief they were promised,” he said, and it wasn’t grandstanding or hollow political promises. Rather, it sounded like a family member promising something to them. “I’ll take it out of my personal retirement fund and even double it.”

“Thank you,” she said, her voice breaking.

“And I’ll double that bounty, too,” he added. “Something tells me you could use a little extra financial support.”

Ned chuckled. “Show him the Buzzard and maybe he’ll triple the bounty.”

“Thank you,” I said. “We could use all the support we can get.”

“And, Uncle,” Imogen added. “I’m going to need you to be the kind of man this universe needs. It’s time to be a hero to the Consortium. We’re going to need a champion for our cause and a person can’t be…”

“The kind of person I’ve been,” Vince finished. “Listen, Gin-Gin, I’ll do my best, but a tiger can’t change his spots.”

“Nope, that’s wrong,” Ned said. “Not how that works at all...”

“I need you to do better than that,” Imogen said, her voice a mixture of desperation and assurance. “I need you to be everything that the Inquisitor isn’t. That my parents aren’t.”

He pushed himself up out of the chair and closed the gap between himself and Imogen, then wrapped her in a close embrace. “I’ll try.”

“Thank you,” she said, burying her face in his chest.

“She is proving to be quite the asset,” Ned asserted. “She obviously has her own reasons for demanding Vince behave this way, but it does help our cause. Having a politician in our corner who is doing all of the things he was elected to do will only make our case more palatable for voters.

“I have to keep reminding myself that things aren’t like they were. The people now aren’t going to be inclined to work together and fight for a cause just because we tell them it’s true.”

Everything he said was true, but there was one part that tickled the back of my brain and made me nervous. She’d killed Shep, and it had saved all of our lives. Now, she had demanded Vince act in a certain way, and it was exactly what was needed. But she may have done these things for herself rather than for the cause. And while both had worked out in our favor, that might not always be the case.

The wail of sirens closing around us drew our attention as the three of us made our way toward the front of the house, stepping over bodies the entire time. Once we had reached the front and said our goodbyes, Vince ushered us out through the door just as the Consortium prefects entered.

It was odd to walk past them and know that they weren’t going to try to pull me in for questioning or arrest me. Since the moment I had met Ned, I had to worry about them, and now, for the first time in what felt like a long time, I didn’t.

That being said, my heart still raced as they rushed past, and my hand instinctively went toward my gun, but it was unnecessary. They hurried to the aid of the governor, and we stepped out into the street.

The bustle of the day had died down, and the locals were paying more attention to the screens set up in little cafes than they were about haranguing tourists. The animals were sleeping or hunting for scraps except for the fist-sized Kyrog ants (named for their mass rather than from their habitat) who made long trails carrying supplies back to their subterranean colonies.

Imogen stayed close to me, looking around and keeping an eye out for anyone approaching us, but no one did. From the blaring televisions, we heard the coverage of the attack on the Governor at the stadium and wild, unfounded speculations as to why he had been attacked.

It didn’t take long for us to reach the parking structure and take the lift back up to our spot.

“It feels like a month since we’ve been here,” Imogen observed.

“Agreed,” I said, and it was true. The idea that we had only parked here in the morning was absurd given everything that we had been through.

“Interestingly, a day on Parm is longer than a day on Bussel by several hours but shorter than that of a day on Emortium. So, the days Imogen grew up with were actually longer than today,” Ned explained, but I was hardly listening.

I was just happy to walk up the ramp and into the Buzzard where Lara and Alek were sitting across from one another in the common space.

“Did you two do anything else?” Imogen asked as we entered to find them playing Warhero.

Lara rolled her eyes in annoyance, but Alek answered first. “We have done quite a lot,” he announced, turning to look at us. “But it looks like you two have done more.”

He stood, walking straight over to us to examine our wounds.

Lara set her hand of cards down and stared at me. “We had the news on earlier. Heard about what happened at the stadium, but I’m guessing a lot more’s happened since.”

I stepped around and collapsed onto the couch where Alek had been, the indent he had left still warm. “You could say that again.”

I proceeded to explain everything that we had been through and the brief investigation prior to the attack on Vince’s estate. I talked about the Gaskyn and how I had somehow been able to correctly guess that the vapor might combust on impact.

When I got to the end, Lara was beaming at me. “You’re becoming one hell of a bounty hunter.”

“And he left out that Vince offered to pay double,” Imogen added as Alek handed her an ice pack.

Lara could hardly contain herself. “I’m so proud,” she said. “I feel like you’re all grown up.”

She stepped around the table and came over to tussle my hair like I was a child.

“That hurts,” I winced, reaching up and patting her hands away.

Affecting a baby voice, she said, “Oh, my poor little bounty hunter got a boo-boo?”

“What happened to you being proud of me?” I asked, pushing her hands away as she went for my bruised head once again.

Laughing, she moved toward me again but slipped and fell toward me. I caught her, and we stared at each other for a long moment. I pushed her off, and she awkwardly cleared her throat, pulling at the hem of her sweatshirt.

“What did you guys do?” I asked, hoping to change the subject quickly.

“We finally put together all the information we have to make one master map,” Lara said, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Combining the shipping manifest, medical information and most current bounty database, we isolated some parts of some Sectors where we believe Twain is rebuilding his strength through surviving soldiers from the Old War.

“Obviously, this is based on limited information, but there’s enough evidence to start investigating. And, of course, this might lead us directly to Extinction.”

“Great work,” I said, and I meant it. “The moment we hunt down Extinction, we can begin to wake the universe up to the threat.”

“It’s all coming together,” Alek said.

I smiled. “It is. I want to start looking into your leads, but we should head to the Conclave first so that I can move up a rank and have my weapon consecrated to me.”

“I can’t believe we are going to be the same rank,” Lara said, and though she was putting on an annoyed tone, I could tell she was still proud and excited for me.

“You are far further in your progress to four, though,” I said as though she needed reminding. I knew that the experience needed to move up got exponentially higher, so it was going to be a long time before I got anywhere else.

“I know,” she said and looked down, smoothing out a crease in her pant leg. “It’s just that I started so long ago, and you are so new that it’s hard to believe.”

“Your mentor probably got most of the credit for a lot of the time you were working together?” I asked, not knowing if it was true.

“Yeah, of course,” Lara said, but she was starting to turn inward.

Ned decided to save the moment by being blunt. “What happened to him?”

“To Syn?” Lara asked, though she knew that’s what he meant.

“Affirmative.”

“He died,” she said.

Ned snorted. “Whoa-ho-ho don’t overload me with details!”

Lara folded her arms across her chest. “You know I don’t like to talk about it.”

“It helps to talk about it,” Alek offered, and Imogen simply nodded. I stayed still and silent.

Lara huffed and tapped her foot against the metal floor of the ship. “He was killed while on the job. I tried to find the people responsible, but the trail went dry.”

“See, that wasn’t so hard, now, was it?” Ned asked in as perfectly patronizing a tone as she would use with me.

She turned on her heels and began to stomp from the room, but when her first step hit the ground, the entire Buzzard shook violently.
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All of us were up and rushing to the cockpit immediately, but we were thrown back and forth across the hallway as we hurried forward. The Buzzard rocked this way and that, and I could feel the engine rumble to life immediately, Ned wasting no time in getting us going.

We slammed into our seats, pulled the straps across our body, and secured ourselves in place. Looking out the front viewport, the parking lot was crumbling all around us, pieces of rock and debris raining in every direction and beyond, several black starships firing missiles into the building.

They weren’t being attacked or swarmed. The ships were being allowed to destroy an entire civilian structure right on the surface of a Consortium planet. This could mean only one thing.

“Hank Spears.” I heard the unmistakable voice of John Gregory through my comm system. His face then appeared in the little screen on my console.

“He’s overriding my countermeasures,” Ned informed me, and I wasn’t entirely surprised. When we had first taken Imogen on, she had explained that the Inquisition had access to most manufacturers and product designers. They had information on how things worked long before the public and were often many steps ahead.

“You evaded me for far too long, and now you will die,” the man, never lacking in theatrics, said as more missiles struck the front of the parking structure. For just a flash, I couldn’t help but think of the street below. Crowds watching the news with friends or eating or simply killing time were now in the direct line of fire as chunks of the structure crashed down upon them.

The mouth of the parking spot began to collapse and cave in, and Ned, without asking, took control of the ship and fishtailed it in a complete one eighty. I didn’t even have time to think. The micro missile battery opened fire, blasting out the wall behind us.

Without hesitation, he accelerated us forward, slammed the Buzzard into a little hot rod, and smashed it off to the side, opening fire again and devastating another wall. Again and again, he did this as the building began to crack and collapse behind us.

The ship shook and rattled and rumbled as it was struck with pieces of concrete and scraps of metal. It crashed through starship after parked starship until, eventually, we hurtled out of the far side of the structure just before the entire building fell smashing onto the streets below.

The Inquisition killed so indiscriminately that I still couldn’t believe they were allowed to exist and that people like Vince had been so blind to what they were capable of. Dust rushed up from the surface of the planet, slammed into the bottom of the Buzzard, and knocked us from below, throwing the ship while it consumed the world. Ned evened us out and continued us streaking away.

Using our scanners, he navigated us between buildings, avoiding skyscrapers that only appeared when they were within a few meters of us in the brown darkness. We gasped and winced as Ned continued to pilot us, doing something only a computer could: flying through an obstacle course while completely blind.

When we emerged from the plume of dust, I squinted into the darkness and saw all of the streaks of ships coming and going to the planet’s surface.

But all of the equipment on board began to flash and beep all at once as it warned of an oncoming missile attack. Looking at the rear facing camera display, I saw four Inquisition ships following us including John Gregory’s Phoenix class.

“That artificial plague you call ‘friend’ can’t save you from what’s coming,” Gregory announced, and I reached out to manually shut off the comms, but even when I flipped the switch, I wasn’t able to make him disappear.

“And you, my Acolyte fallen from grace, I am sad that you will earn so quick a death. I could hear Imogen gasp behind me, her breathing came out in the shuddering pants of hyperventilation. “You deserve a slow, painful, torturous death, and once I am done destroying you, I will find the family who harbored you and make sure they suffer as you deserve to.”

“Fuck off,” Lara said without hesitation. “If you think you can blast us out of the sky, then fucking do it.”

“The Conclave will forget about you as quickly as they did Syn Kel Kal,” he said with a mocking laugh.

It was designed to get under her skin, and it did. Immediately, Lara screamed and pulled the release on her chair, sending it along the track through the ship and to the gun battery where she immediately opened fire on the ships.

Ned was doing a good job of keeping us out of the streams of the micro missiles and energy blasts, but some were striking our shields, damaging their integrity. The others crashed into the nearby buildings, undoubtedly cutting short the lives of the civilians within.

He had activated the Tidal Drive, but even when it warmed up, we wouldn’t be able to activate it so close to the surface and surrounded by buildings. We couldn’t exit into open space without being blown to pieces.

Between buildings and advertisements, we ducked and dodged, avoiding the fire as best we could, but it was only a matter of time before they could disable our shields and one of the ships would eventually strike true with their attacks.

Knowing that I was no good up here, I pulled the release on my chair. The seat slid along the track and into the other gun bay. After activating the controls, I fired a few shots at one of the Inquisition ships as it appeared from around the side of a building, but my few missiles erupted harmlessly against their shields.

I was exhausted and drained, adrenaline and alcohol having coursed through my body several times throughout the day that had actually been described as feeling like a month.

We disappeared between two buildings, and when another of the Inquisition ships followed, I peppered it with a few more micro missiles.

The shield integrity continued to drop as the four ships kept in hot pursuit. All of Ned’s fancy flying could only do so much.

I thought about how far we had come and everything that we had done. About the morning, the fight in the bank, the meeting with Vince in the stadium, and finally about the knock down drag out in the security office.

For some reason, the memory of getting showered with sparks as the shot was fired into the screens behind me flashed in my mind, and my mouth dropped.

“Ned, prepare to get us out of here,” I announced. “I only have one shot at this, so I need to be ready.”

“I’m always ready.”

“Let all four of them come,” I ordered, lining up the missile battery toward the left-hand side of the commercial shopping district we were flying through.

“We won’t last long that way,” he warned.

I didn’t answer. I just lay in wait, watching as the first Inquisition ship came out from between two buildings. Then the next dropped down from above another.

Ned swung back and forth to avoid some shots, but they were beginning to target us, predicting our movements. They continued to close, and I wondered if this was going to work as we passed another large black-and-green-display digital billboard.

“Losing shield integrity fast,” he informed me, though I was watching the percentage go down with every splintering blast.

Lara was returning fire in a consistent stream, sending rounds streaking through the sky toward our pursuers, keeping them on their toes.

The third Inquisition ship closed on our flank and laid into us with a devastating volley of micro missiles and one powerful energy blast that struck the shield so hard it sent the Buzzard careening toward a nearby building but Ned corrected just in time.

Lara turned her cannon on the new ship, devastating it with a line of perfectly placed shots, destroying its shield and even sending a few rounds exploding against their hull.

Then the Mortal Coil, John Gregory’s Phoenix class ship, dropped in nearly on top of us.

Ned swept down, moving the Buzzard so low that I could see carts shake, animals dart under cars, and garbage blow everywhere as we seared past.

The Mortal Coil dropped a mine.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing as the huge explosive fell from the bottom of the ship. Ned fired the thrusters to max one more time, and we roared forward as the incendiary fell to the ground.

Orange, red, and yellow cut the darkness as the explosion erupted from the ground. The force threw us forward, the Buzzard flipping end over end, the world blurring around me.

As soon as we were level and the four ships behind us had shifted into formation, I took the opportunity. Passing another electronic billboard, I pressed hard against the trigger. The controls vibrated in my hand, and the seat rattled as the micro missiles launched out, detonating against the giant painted face of a woman drinking soda.

When I did, the famously delicate electronics of the large screens began to burst, spraying the air with lightning and sparks. The view was spectacular for the moment before Ned tilted us up and away, burning through probably an entire barrel just to accelerate us above the skyline and into the clouds at night.

With no artificial aid, the brilliant lights were enough to blind the pilot, interfere with their instruments, and cause them to reactively slow for just long enough for us to get a little distance between us.

As soon as we were far enough away, I saw the washing blue begin to ripple around us as we were sucked into the gyre tube.

Once again, we had avoided John Gregory, but he had done incalculable harm to the world and the people around us.

I released the controls, balled my fist, and slammed it against the armrest of my chair, the metal neck cracking at a rust point. I was so tired of always running from him. I had once vowed to turn the tables and knew that through my partnership with Vince, I might be able to in a different way. But it wasn’t nearly as satisfying as it would’ve been to simply blast him out of the sky.

“To the Conclave,” I said, relieved to be heading someplace where no one was trying to kill me.
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“So, the Gaskyn that Syn was trying to discover are a true species in the universe,” Zenobia said, pulling her glasses from her nose and cleaning one of the frames against her bright, multicolored shirt.

Back in her office at the Conclave, we had filled her in on what had happened since last we spoke, though I had left out everything about the deal with Vince and the Inquisition. It wasn’t that she didn’t know but that she didn’t want to be told.

Eventually, I figured that all of it would come out and we would have to have a serious conversation with Zenobia about everything that we had been doing on the side. But today was not that day.

“Yes,” I affirmed unequivocally. “But I managed to get the best of him.”

After placing her glasses back on the tip of her nose, Zenobia appraised the two of us with our yellowing bruises and torn and tattered outfits. “It looks as though it gave as good as it got.”

“There’s no denying that the last few bounties have not been easy,” I said as Lara now looked completely lost in thought. “But we were able to find a way to complete two bounties in one day.”

“I’ll admit it was impressive,” Zenobia praised. “And, in addition to the funds you have earned, Hunter Spears, you have also earned special commendation from the Council of Six for taking swift and decisive action against one who defiled a bounty hunter enclave.”

From under her desk, she pulled out a badge for me with the bounty hunters’ emblem at the center, three marks on the rim to denote my new rank, and a small metal swirl fused onto the other side, which I extrapolated was the commendation.

I stared at it a moment, reaching out and placing the badge from my pocket on the desk and grabbing the new one.

“The bounty you received for the Ghost of Korfuu was… substantial…” Zenobia said. “As was the bonus you received from the Conclave.”

That was good news. “How substantial?”

She rotated her computer monitor to show me the number. “And that is not even including the fee from bringing in the banker.”

“And that’s all in my account?” I asked, knowing the answer but hardly able to believe it. The amount of money that bounty hunters traded in was like nothing I had ever known as a scrapper.

Though, seeing it, I thought back to when Lutch had come home after winning big at the tables that afternoon. Rather than continuing to play, he had cashed out and come home, telling me all about his winnings.

We spent the rest of the day talking about what we would do. How we would use the money. Lutch ordered our favorite dinner, and we ate paneer korma on rice and fantasized about the life we were about to begin.

When I lay down my head that night, belly full and glowing with the thought of a new dawn, I remembered being as happy as I thought possible.

Which only made the sound of him sneaking out after I had fallen half-asleep that much harder. The moment I heard the door, I knew.

All of the joy and elation that I had felt seeped from my body, and when he finally showed back up the following afternoon, I didn’t even bother to ask. After spending the morning making the repairs he was supposed to have been working on, I ate all the leftovers myself. I didn’t want to share them with him.

He slinked into the shop, gave me a miserable little wave, and went straight to his bed.

When he apologized to me the next day, I had wanted so desperately to ask him why he had gone back. Why he had given up everything. But I knew that it was futile. In that moment, I truly understood the monster in his mind.

Or, maybe “understood” is too strong a word. I would never understand it, but in that moment, I came to see how real and irrepressible it was.

Now, looking at the screen filled with all this money that I had earned, I wished he was here to share the moment. I wanted nothing more than to pour some yellow sauce over rice and sit in the repair shop for the rest of the day while we talked about how to spend this vast wealth.

But he was dead, and there was nothing I could do to bring him back, so I simply turned to Lara and said, “Should we go shopping?”

“You go,” she said. “I need to talk to Zen.”

“You need to stop calling me that,” Zenobia corrected.

Lara smiled ever so slightly, the clever little grin she got when she enjoyed annoying somebody. “You go have fun spending some of this money, but not too much, and we’ll catch up with you after and go straight to the consecration ceremony.”

I looked at Zenobia, who waved me toward the door. “Okay,” I said, not having to be asked twice and knowing that I might have more fun spending my money without the female oversight.

I left the office, allowing the two to speak about whatever it was Lara didn’t want to discuss in front of me.

Having slept and eaten on the Buzzard while in the gyre tube, I didn’t need to stop, and instead headed straight for the Via… something? All the streets here had names that I couldn’t quite remember and blended in, so without Lara to guide me, I just started in the direction I thought the armorer was.

Strolling the clean, nearly empty streets as I looked at weapons for sale, shops that sold cool spy gadgets and training academies for every style of combat a person could imagine, I felt at ease.

Everywhere else, I always had to look over my shoulder, but this was the one place in the universe where I was safe. We had pressing matters to attend to, but it was nice to take some time and breathe.

All of the buildings along the wide, cobbled streets were fronted with businesses, and I stopped at a small shop selling soup out of cookpots set into a counter at the front. The bubbling pots smelled delicious, and I ordered the one called the Chef’s Special. When the first taste touched my tongue, it was hard not to moan with delight.

In silence, I slurped the soup and watched the world wake up around me. Bounty hunters and those who served them hurried from place to place, and after a little while, a bunch of young people began to file into one of the combat studios. They trained under a teenage teacher who helped them with their punches and kicks while many got distracted, playing or pratfalling.

It was a small, peaceful moment and a welcome break from the relentless pace of my life. Other than the moments repairing or upgrading the Buzzard, my existence had become one of a man on a mission. A relentless series of events with no end in sight.

This break, however short, was necessary. I would’ve preferred to have a wrench in my hand or be soldering something, but even just sitting and doing nothing for a brief window of time recharged my internal battery to full.

I don’t know how long I had sat there until I stood, making my way to the armor shop, and walking through row after row of crossbeam dummies with every different type of armor from every corner of the universe and every alloy in existence.

My eyes were running over chest plates and pauldrons, but my mind was elsewhere. Or, not elsewhere, but in rest-mode. I was looking but not seeing and just enjoying the moment until a voice that I vaguely recognized but couldn’t place slammed me back.

“Frank Shields,” the voice announced, and I turned to see the irritatingly handsome face of Mane Malik. The famous bounty hunter had some kind of brief relationship with Lara that she was disinclined to discuss.

“Hank Spears,” I corrected, and he grinned.

“Why bother?” Ned asked. “He obviously got your name wrong on purpose. Call him Mace Revan and see how he likes it.”

But Mane spoke before I could retort. “Oh, yes, that’s right, Hank,” he said with a hearty, theatrical guffaw. “I’m sure you remember who I am as there are only five rank fives in all the universe.”

“I remember you,” I said, miserable that he was the person I was seeing at that moment. “I’m surprised to see that you are here again rather than off chasing another bounty.”

“I’m here so often because when I chase a bounty, they don’t last long,” he said, smiling and winking at me in a way that made me want to punch him square in the jaw. “You are rank two, if I’m not mistaken?”

“Three,” I said, pulling out my badge and showing it to him.

For the first time, a nick in his armor of superiority shone through. “A special commendation?” he said, then recovered himself. “How did you earn that?”

“Killed an assassin who had gone on a murder rampage at an enclave on Parm,” I said, acting as cool and casual about it as I could.

His eyes ran over me, and I felt as though the man were seeing me for the first time. “Impressive,” he allowed. “I have several commendations myself, and if I earn another, I don’t even think there would be a place for it on my badge.”

He pulled his vest open with a flourish, showing his emblem sitting in a little display case set into the left side of his chest plate. Despite the ridiculous showing us of it, his badge did have almost no room left on the rim for more commendations.

“Would you like to know how I earned all of them?” he asked.

Ned chuckled. “Pretty sure he’s gonna tell you either way.”

“No,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’m just checking out this armor.”

I pointed at the matte black, medium armor in front of me.

“This?” he asked, even just the word sounding like a mocking laugh. “Not sure this is in the budget of a rank three.”

I knew he was trying to rile me up, and logically, I also knew that I shouldn’t let it bother me. But I was human, and it did bother me.

Letting my eyes drift down, I looked at the price tag and saw that it would take a sizable chunk of my new earnings to purchase, but I couldn’t help myself.

“I’ve got the money for it,” I said, once again affecting a casual demeanor.

I couldn’t quite put my finger on why the man got under my skin or why I cared to show him up, but I did.

“Really?” he asked, raising an eyebrow and smirking.

Unable to help myself, I waved to the shopkeeper who rose from his desk in an instant and hurried over to me.

“I want this,” I said, pointing to the armor.

The old man’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm.

“Wonder how often he gets suckers like you impulse buying stuff this expensive just to impress some idiot?” Ned mocked.

“You know, Vekranain Cobon is one of the most precious materials in the universe, and armor like this is only sold here and one other shop on all the known planets,” the shopkeeper said. “You have a very fine discerning eye.”

“He does,” Mane agreed. “Otherwise, he wouldn’t be constantly in the company of Kilara Vex. How is she, come to think of it?”

“Come to think of it,” Ned parroted. “That is the only reason this man wants anything to do with you.”

“Actually,” I said, letting a shit-eating grin cross my face. “She wanted me to tell you she said hi!”

“Really?” he asked, smiling at that.

“No.”

His face contorted in annoyance. “Do we have some kind of problem, friend?”

I reached out and gave him a friendly punch on the shoulder. “We sure don’t,” I said. “Just busting your balls… friend…”

“Classic,” he said, maintaining his friendly affect but obviously annoyed and done with me. “Anyway, I must be going. Real bounty work to do and all that.”

“Great to see you,” I said in aggressive pleasantness like the missionaries who would come to the orphanage and try to convince children to join them.

Mane said nothing else but spun and stomped away so quickly that I wanted to laugh. But I didn’t have time as the shopkeeper said, “Do you want me to box it up, or will you be wearing it out of the store?”
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“Whoa,” Lara said when she found me back at my spot on the stool. Her eyes ran over me. “You look like a… bounty hunter…”

I smirked and shifted, the new armor sliding and socketing perfectly as I moved. Though I had bought it out of some sense of threatened pride that I was still trying to understand myself, it was great protection. “That’s what I was going for.”

“Well, it’s working for you,” she assessed. “Though I have to think that it cost quite a lot.”

“It did,” I admitted, not too interested in keeping on the subject. “You have a good talk with Zenobia?”

She nodded but didn’t say any more.

“You know you can talk to me about anything,” I reminded her.

She nodded again. “Knowing I have someone to talk to and wanting to talk are not the same.”

“She should put that on her business cards,” Ned joked.

“Just saying that I’m here,” I offered, and she let a hint of a smile cross her lips.

“I know it,” she said with a soft tone in her voice. “When it comes to stuff in my life between when you knew me and now, I struggle to want to talk about it. To not talk about it. Not think about it.

“You know that I … run a little hot sometimes and Syn worried about that with me and his solution was to teach me not to have emotions. But that’s unrealistic. Instead, I just learned how to mask them, and I think that’s part of why I’m so quick to anger sometimes now.

“For better or worse, Hank, being with you is when I am at my most comfortable. My most safe. So I’m free to be exactly who I am. Or, as close to it as I can get while still living in the shadow of all my training.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I told her honestly. I took a quick sip of a cinnamon milk drink and continued. “Since Lutch died, I had been a bit rudderless and was neither the person he had hoped me to be or the person I thought I had been previously. Honestly, I was more just Scrapper Twenty-Seven than I was Hank Spears. Now, with you and everyone else, I really feel like myself for the first time. This feels like the thing I am supposed to be doing… Even if I am just muddling my way through it.”

She snorted a laugh and put a hand on my shoulder. “You are doing more than that. You must realize that?”

“Sure, part of me does,” I admitted. “But the other part just feels like I’m hurtling forward and making choices as I go. Ned told me that I need to start thinking more critically about what I’m doing before I do it.”

“He’s right,” Lara affirmed. “But he also has to understand that this is a race against time.”

This time, when Ned spoke, it was to both of us. “I appreciate that better than anyone. I’ve been on this mission for over two hundred years, and I know more than you will ever understand what we’re up against.

“But a clock doesn’t mean you have to rush into every situation. There are ways to take the time to get things right and make sure we keep all our people alive. We are up against several foes who outnumber and outgun us by a wide margin, so we need to be really smart moving forward.”

He was right, of course, but I didn’t want to tell him that.

Clearly, Lara didn’t either. “To be fair, every time we take a moment to try and breathe, our old friend John shows up and tries to kill us.”

“To say nothing of pirates,” I added.

“My point remains valid,” Ned stated. Then, somehow, I could hear the grin in his words as he said, “Hank, you didn’t mention that we ran into Lara’s friend, Mane.”

Her mouth pulled tight, and her cheeks grew red. “How was that?” she asked in as casual a tone as she could muster.

I took another pull of my drink. “I have to admit that the guy rubs me wrong.”

“Well, we all know that he used to rub Lara right,” Ned said, obviously amused by himself. “If you know what I mean.”

Lara closed her eyes and took in a slow, calming breath. “You just listen in on a whole conversation where I expressed how little I like to talk about certain aspects of my life and then you make a comment like that.”

“I’m easily amused by my own antics,” Ned said, and Lara opened her eyes to look in the direction of the training studio, then at me.

“We’re in no rush to get your weapon consecrated, and I know you could use a few pointers, so shall we?”

“I think that sounds like a great idea,” I said, and finished my drink. The man behind the counter cleared away the glass before we had even crossed the street, and we rented a sparring room where we spent the next several hours practicing.

I was exhausted and drenched in sweat by the end, but Lara looked serene. Where my happy place was under the belly of a starship, Lara’s seemed to be practicing her fighting. She also obviously relished the opportunity to teach me.

And I was an eager student. I could throw a punch and fire a weapon, but it had largely been on the job training: the kind of learning by doing that came with being a scrapper. This was something different and very important. Lara and I had carved out time here and there, but it was nice to take a concentrated period and really focus on teaching me.

It was also important for me to learn how to handle the spear that was about to become mine. The eternal flame was deadly and every time I activated the weapon, I felt as if I was more likely to injure myself than my opponent. Taking the time to handle it, activate and deactivate it, and spar with it would be invaluable.

I ran a hand down my soaked face and watched as Lara slid her blade back into the sheath. She was flushed and tired, and, I had to admit to myself, beautiful. My heart was already racing, but if it hadn’t been, I knew that it would have been in that moment.

When she looked at me and caught me staring, she smiled for the briefest of moments, picking up a hand towel off the bench beside her and chucking it at me. “You look like you’ve been in a rainstorm.”

“You were the one who told me that I had to work out in my full gear,” I reminded her.

She chuckled at that. “It’s important for you to train in the same gear you wear in combat.”

“Well, I’m starting to see the appeal of a stealth suit,” I said, gesturing at her single light layer.

“Sadly, you’re as stealthy as a Tyrannosaurus rex, so you should probably stick with the armor,” she said with a laugh. “Or do you forget how you got caught breaking into Lutch’s?”

“That’s the one thing I’ll never forget,” I told her honestly. “That, and when we grew that plant together.”

Immediately, she stopped what she was doing and stared at me in wide-eyed wonder. “Little Guy?” she asked, obviously remembering the name of our little project.

“Little Guy,” I affirmed. “Mr. Fidler spent the whole week trying to show us that there were more options in life than growing up to be street toughs on Bussel and assigned you and me that one little plant to keep alive. For as long as I live, I’ll never forget that afternoon we spent behind the building tending to it and giving it a name and then a little back story.”

She didn’t say anything for a long moment, and I wondered if perhaps she didn’t remember, but before I was able to speak, her head bobbed one time. “I think that was the first time I realized that I loved something… the plant, I mean.”

“Little Guy didn’t last long, but he certainly left a lasting impression,” I said. “I have so few detailed memories of my early childhood, but that afternoon and the sun is burned into my brain.”

“I hadn’t thought about it for so long, but it’s crystal clear for me now, too,” Lara agreed. “I think we both held onto it because it was such a happy memory.”

“I think you’re right,” I said. One of the employees popped her head in the room to let us know that our time was up and disappeared as soon as she saw we were winding down.

We headed back out onto the street and began walking in the direction of the Hephaestus. When we reached the building where I had been first given the emblem that served as my badge, I asked, “Why did Zenobia swap out my badge rather than having me go through the process of having my rank emblem added like she did with you?”

“Were you content with just having it switched out?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, it was easier that way.”

“That’s why,” Lara explained. “When I reached rank three, it had been years in the making, and Zenobia knew that I would want to relish that moment. With you, I suppose she gathered that you didn’t care as much or that you’re not sentimental about that kind of thing.”

“Hard to argue with that,” I said. “Guess I’m not the most sentimental person in the world. Though, I was happy to get that box of stuff Alek rescued from the shop before it was destroyed.”

Lara looked over her shoulder at me as we ascended the stairs to the Hephaestus building. “You love the Buzzard just as much as you did Little Guy, and I know it. You might be more sentimental than you think.”

She was probably right, but I didn’t have too long to dwell on it as we entered the building full of weapons and armaments. Rather than heading toward the insectoid at the back of the room, Lara cut diagonally to an unmarked door beside the large brazier.

She knocked in what was obviously a little pattern and the door cracked just enough to indicate that we should enter. She swept her hand in front of it and said, “This is all you.”

“You’re not coming with me?”

“Nope,” she said. “But I’ll be here when you’re done.”

I tried to read her face, but she was giving me nothing, so I stepped forward and pushed the door open. As soon as I was through and into the dimly lit stone tunnel, the door snapped closed behind me.

At the far end of the tunnel I found myself in, I could see a faint white light illuminating a small room in the way moonlight casts light at night. Which was odd, because it was daytime.

With no place to go but forward, I took a few more steps, my boots splashing in shallow water trickling at my feet. At the end of the short tunnel was an unremarkable room lighted by a single shaft of white brightness, and when I stepped into it, a voice boomed from somewhere above.

“You are Hunter Spears?” the voice demanded.

“I am.”

“You are here for a consecration?”

I looked around the room as though I would be able to find the source of the voice, but I couldn’t see anything. Even as my eyes were adjusting, all I saw were rough bricks formed into an oval room.

My instinct was to make a joke, but I simply said again, “I am.”

“Remove your clothes and step into the light with your weapon,” the voice demanded, and I balked.

“You said remove my clothes?” I asked incredulously. “Is this one of those things where the lights are going to come on and all the bounty hunters are gonna appear to see me with just my spear in my hand?”

No response.

“You’re not answering because I got it right?” I asked with a smirk plastered across my face. But when I got no answer, I grew impatient and decided it was best to face my fate. “All right, I’ve got nothing to hide.”

Glancing around the room, I saw that there was a small space carved into the wall that I assumed had to be for my clothes. I pulled off my jacket and shoved it in there before moving onto my armor. Since it was new and I was taking off in the dark, the process was slow, and it took quite some time.

But when I had completed the assignment, I pulled the spear from its sheath and stepped forward into the light.

When I did, I expected the voice to greet me once more but instead, I heard what sounded like shifting gears on the far side of the room and one panel of the wall began to slide away. It opened into a doorway that cast a yellow light into the room and I looked up in the direction of where the voice had come from previously.

“Am I supposed to be going that direction?”

“Yes.”

“Coulda just said that,” I groused and stepped toward the light and through the passageway into a strange space. Here, the white brick walls were large and smooth, but all around the room were statues of various weapons that all appeared to be in the process of melting.

I expected Ned to make some quip about it but I realized that I had left him and my earpiece camera through which he communicated in the other room. It was a strange sensation being utterly alone and especially being defrocked as I was and in this unfamiliar place.

All of the bent bronze weaponry was formed in a circle around a mosaic on the floor. The tiles formed a face that looked similar enough to the statues that I had seen all around the Conclave and that I assumed was Orion.

As I was being fed no other instructions, I stepped forward, looking at the artistic rendering of a rifle as the heat bent it into a peculiar position. As soon as I was at the center of the circle, the voice returned.

“Hunter Spears, present your weapon of choice.”

I held up the spear, activating the internal flame and telescoping shaft at once. The metal struck against the floor, and the tip began to glow like molten lava.

“This is a fine weapon,” the voice announced. “What shall you call it?”

“Oh, um,” I said, staring at it in confusion. “I didn’t know there’d be a quiz.”

“What shall you call it?”

“Ron,” I said since I couldn’t remember the whole long version of the name Ned had suggested for the weapon. But I could remember that Ron was the short version, so it would have to do.

“This is a fine name.” And because of the lack of intonation, I didn’t know if he meant it was fine in the complimentary way, or, as I suspected, just fine.

As a result, I found myself looking around the room and trying to discover the source of the voice but to no avail. “Thanks.”

“Now kneel and hold Ron aloft,” the voice demanded, and I did as instructed, though the whole exercise was peculiar and felt entirely unnecessary.

The scrappers also had their own quirks and traditions, but none of the ceremonial aspects that the bounty hunters seemed to take so seriously. When all was said and done, I felt like a simple man who didn’t need all this rigmarole. I wanted to do my job and do it well rather than go through all sorts of songs and dances.

But I would respect the ways of the bounty hunter, and complete the tasks as commanded.

So, I found myself on one knee, holding up a glowing spear in both of my palms. A low, melodic chanting began and soon, the room was filled with the strange sound of voices resonating together.

“Hunter Spears,” the voice broke in over the din. “You and Ron are now bound to one another until your final hunt. Should you lose this weapon, you lose yourself. Should this weapon be taken from you, you will not return to the conclave until such a time as you retrieve it. Woe to the hunter who is without the weapon who acted as their best friend.”

I worked hard to stifle a laugh. It was one thing to make me strip and present my weapon like it was some kind of holy relic, but it was entirely another thing to talk in some faux hifalutin way that made no sense whatsoever.

“You may now rise, Hunter Spears and Ron. The two are now one.”

As I stood, I really expected the walls to part and for Mane Malik to appear and mock me, but it didn’t happen. Instead, I looked around and waited for any other instructions, and when they didn’t come, I just made my way back to my clothes, got dressed, and headed back out the way I came.

When I pushed the door open, Lara hurried over to me.

“That was… something…” I observed, and she furled her brows at me.

“Don’t you feel a connection to the weapon now?” she asked excitedly, her eyes glittering in the low firelight. “The ceremony really makes the two of you one, right?”

Normally, I would make some joke about how seriously she was taking something that felt like it was lifted straight out of Emortium Universities fraternity handbook, but I couldn’t. She was so genuinely excited and happy for me.

And this was the dichotomy of Lara Shen. She had learned to compartmentalize and to become Kilara Vex when she needed to but from time to time, the person I had known growing up would shine through. It happened more frequently as she became more comfortable, and I found it utterly charming.

So, rather than joking about the ceremony or making some snarky comment about how only a few days earlier she had flown off the handle when she realized I wanted to consecrate this weapon to myself, I just smiled at her.

“I feel… closer to my weapon…” I said unconvincingly, but her enthusiasm made it so she didn’t note my tone. “You really love all this, don’t you?”

“I do,” she answered without hesitation. “It was a long road to become a bounty hunter and none of it was easy, but I like it and more than that. I like being good at something.”

“I know what you mean,” I said, remembering how amazing it had felt the first time I heard a starship engine turn over because of one of my repairs.

“You think about Little Guy and how good it felt to cultivate something and take it so much further,” she said, gesturing around the room. “Even though we didn’t find our connection to gardening or whatever else Mr. Fidler showed us that week, we did find connections to being good at something. And I’ve carried that with me into this.”

Looking around the room full of ceremonial arms and thinking about both this life and my previous one as a scrapper, I had to agree.

“Maybe that was what he was actually trying to teach us that week: not that we should find this or that particular passion but that we should find some passion,” I suggested, and she nodded vigorously.

It was getting later in the day, and I thought it might be nice to share a quiet meal somewhere before returning, but the moment I put in my earpiece, Ned’s voice cut in.

“Louise wants to see you,” he informed me. “She has a lead.”
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Back on Suniuo Relay Station, we all stood and listened as Louise told us what she had learned.

“Alek was kind enough to transmit the information he and Lara had collected,” she began, and Libby displayed some Sectors on the large screens around the room. “You can see that here are some localized areas where the information you have gathered points.”

Red circles appeared on the display in different areas and the places where they overlapped were highlighted in green. “Now, we can add the last known sightings of a few bounties,” she said, and a few dots appeared within the green circles. “And we added the one element that you didn’t have.”

Jackson stepped forward. The Peacers Captain was a tall, muscular woman with a serious, no-nonsense way of speaking and a serious affect. Some of the skin on her face was twisted in pink by burn marks, and the pinky of her left hand had been gnarled by something that I hadn’t been brave enough to ask her about.

“We have the reports that are fed to Peacers HQ,” she stated, stepping toward one of the screens that had been left blank. “As many of you know, the Peacers work as several factions all pulling in a similar direction, and as such, we are not governed by any single body. That being said, there is a centralized information distribution network or CIDN. This ensures that no two factions work the same job from different angles or end up putting another in harm’s way.

“We are all fed snippets of information and we let CIDN know which one we are pursuing,” she explained and then a video began to play on one of the screens.

An older man with clothes as weathered as his face and loose stitching in his clothes as wild as hair appeared on the screen. “This call goes out to any Peacers in Sector Sixty-Seven, or any who would be willing to aid the people of Refugee Camp Lacass. The people here have suffered enough already, and now it is getting dire.

“I am Jesk Robinson, a former Foreman and current representative of the people of Camp Lacass. Most of us were employees of the Glyncoar Mining Corporation and had been sent to live and work on a small, mineral-rich planet in the Sector. In case whoever is watching this doesn’t follow business news, the company went belly up several years ago.

“We were abandoned by the company and had to make do on our own. Having left all of our equipment, we continued to do our work and sell our goods privately. With the connections we had established to the company, this was not difficult, and, in fact, we did better for ourselves than we had as employees of Glyncoar.

“But, as they say, all good things must come to an end, and we suffered a mine collapse which killed and injured many of our people and destroyed our machinery beyond the point of repair. Without the company’s assistance, we were on our own and slowly became desperate.

“After enough time, we had depleted all of our food stores and the traders who had taken pity on us at first were no longer even stopping on our planet, so we needed to do something. The Camp on Lacass was not far and the consortium offered to provide housing to anyone in need,” he said, tilting the camera and showing an expanse of tents at his back and people of many species milling about.

“When we first arrived, things weren’t so bad, but in the last few months, children have begun to disappear. And the handful of people who run the camp have requested aid from the Consortium but to no avail. A ship with two Prefects stopped by for an afternoon, asked a few questions and told us they would file a report and then move onto the next planet.

“We all know that they have no plans to return, and we require assistance before more children are taken. Please, please come and help us.”

The video froze on the man’s desperate face, and Jackson continued, “We got this report a few days ago, and, admittedly, it would have probably been lost in the shuffle but we went ahead and compared the location to the information you provided.”

A single dot appeared in the intersection of the circles. “We figured with missing children and what we know the Cult and Shep were working on, this was something that needed our immediate attention.”

“Also,” Louise said, “there’s something else.”

I turned my attention to the older woman, and of all the people in the room, she was staring right at me. “We were sent information about the refugees living at the camp, and there are two with the last name Spears.”

Imogen gasped. “Your birth parents?”

I had to suppress a laugh at her expense. Most people understood adoption so little that this was an easy mistake to make. “No,” I said gently. “I didn’t come to the orphanage with a name, so I was just called Hank with no surname. Spears was my adoptive father’s last name.”

“Though even that name he would’ve given to himself at Ellis Port when registering for a universal Consortium travel visa,” Alek explained. “Most Kyrog do it.”

“Wait, so you had no name when you were born?” Imogen asked me with her brows arching upward over her eyes.

I gave a quick shrug. “Some kids come with names, like Lara did, and others don’t, like me. Some kids come when they’re born and others when they are older.” But even as I was answering, I was distracted by the obvious next question.

“So who are these Spears?” Imogen asked.

“It’s a common enough name,” Lara offered. “Could just be a coincidence.”

But when the names appeared on the screen, my worst fears were realized.

SHARNA SPEARS

EDGAR SPEARS JR.

I stared at the name, and I heard Lara let out a sharp exhalation of surprise before walking over and draping an arm across my back.

“Why do I know the name Edgar Spears?” Imogen asked and then had her own moment of clarity.

“Because you were with the man who killed him,” Lara reminded her, almost as if by instinct.

Imogen stepped in front of me and knelt. “You know I wanted nothing to do with that.”

“I know,” I assured her. “But I can’t believe I haven’t thought about them since Port Tortue.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Alek offered. “You’ve had quite a lot of things happen to you since then.”

Even though he was right, it was no excuse. I had recently been asked if I had any family remaining, and I had said no. I hadn’t even thought about my uncle’s widow, the maid that he had left behind, and the son who now lived in a refugee camp because I had nowhere else to turn.

A knot formed in the pit of my stomach as if somebody was grabbing my inside and twisting.

“We need to help these people,” I said, standing from where I had been sitting at one of the computer consoles. “And we need to get there before anything happens to Junior.”

“Because this time, it’s personal,” Libby said in a low gravelly voice, but we all ignored her. “What, nothing?” she groused.

“Not the time, Libby,” Ned admonished, but we were all exiting the room already. I was singularly focused on getting to the camp and rescuing my family.

I walked so quickly that I nearly broke out into a run, and I didn’t stop until I reached the hanger. When I did, I turned to see everyone following behind me and had to do some quick calculations. The Buzzard could carry all of them, but we also didn’t need to go trooping into a refugee camp looking like a cadre of bounty hunters.

“Lara, I need you to take these ships and do your Kilara Vex thing to try to figure out if there are any planets in the Sector that might be a good base of operations for people stealing kids, and especially if it’s the Cult and they are doing… what we know they’re capable of…”

“You got it,” Lara said, always happy to be given an assignment where she could stretch her bounty hunting chops. “I’ll take Alek with me.”

“Just don’t play Warhero cards the whole time,” Ned said.

Lara smirked. “Right, only part of the time.”

Jackson broke off, leading the two of them in the direction of one of the Peacer starships that they could use.

“Louise, I need you to come with us, too,” I said. “I’m not a Peacer and don’t want to show up at the camp just demanding answers.”

“Happy to come along,” Louise said as she followed me up the ramp and onto the Buzzard. “But I should note that it’s a loose affiliation, and you don’t actually carry some identification, so if you call yourself a Peacer responding to their call for help, they’ll accept you.”

Louise and Imogen were hot on my heels as I rushed through the length of my ship and into the cockpit. I sat and pulled the strap over my body as the two women did the same. And a moment later, the Buzzard was up and moving out into space.

“Want me to take the helm?” Ned asked, and I felt the controls shift under his command.

“No,” I said unequivocally, my unblinking eyes staring out. “I got this.”

Despite my comment, he had still entered the coordinates of our destination and activated the Tidal Drive. So, a moment later we were in a gyre tube and on our way.

“May I ask what happened?” Louise asked once we were hurtling through space.

We both knew what she meant, but neither Imogen nor myself seemed inclined to answer.

“We had asked Hank’s uncle, Edgar, for help, and he had been kind enough to do so,” Ned explained. “But when we returned to where he lived, your niece and Inquisitor John Gregory had murdered or displaced nearly all of the occupants of Port Tortue. They had also ended the life of Edgar and burned his establishment to the ground. Such as it was, given the fact that we were not on the ground. But it was burned, nevertheless. Will the two of you present say that this accurately sums up what happened?”

Imogen looked as though she might throw up so I answered. “Yeah, that about sums it up.”

Louise unbuckled herself and then went to hug Imogen. “I’m so sorry for all that you were forced to do.”

She looked over to me. “I’m so sorry for what the Inquisition did to you. It’s a travesty to think that humanity in the upper species have come so far, only to turn ourselves over to a government that abandons its people and allows zealots to run roughshod over its populace. We can travel across space, we inhabit worlds in all corners of the universe, and we live in relative harmony with all manner of sentient life, and yet people can be abandoned and left for dead on a mining station or turned over to the most vile type of people.

“This. This is why I have dedicated my life to changing the universe.”

I knew what she meant. “That’s why I have, too.”

“Does it count if you were programmed to make a change? To defend humanity and its allies?” Ned asked, sounding almost thoughtful.

Lousie stared at the ship’s console. “I’ll tell you something, computer: it was hard at first to trust you, knowing that you were created by the very government that I’ve spent my adult life seeking to destroy, but I’ve come to understand that you’re a good soul.

“And I don’t say that lightly. You are machine intelligence, but I also know that, like me, you would lay down your life to defend the people of this universe. It’s hard to believe that we can have the same beliefs, but in some way, we can.”

“You’re right but I should also point out that I don’t seek the destruction of the Consortium,” Ned said. “I want to see it improve.”

At that, Louise started to laugh and moved away from Imogen who was still obviously lost in her own reminiscences. “I honestly don’t need it destroyed, either. But I do need it to change. You look around this universe, see what happened to the people who put their trust in the Consortium. Even you, a creation of this government, have to admit that it can’t stay the way it is.”

“On that, we agree,” Ned allowed. “As I said, I want to see it improved. I want to see the Consortium become the beacon of hope it was created to be. When the universal government was established, it was done to help the people. All the people. Many species hadn’t even known what formal governance was but agreed to live by their rules because of what they brought to the table.”

Louise held a hand to stop him. “Whoa there, toaster, let’s get one thing clear: the people of the universe joined the Consortium because their backs were against a wall precisely because of people. We created the Enemy AI. We were the soil in which the Cult grew.”

“Yes,” Ned allowed quietly. “We were both the cause of and solution to all the universe’s problems.”

I had to butt in. “You two seem to agree on more than you don’t.”

Louise opened her mouth to speak, but Imogen cut her off. “Hank,” she said, looking up and meeting my eyes. “Truly, I’m⁠—”

“I know,” I said, returning her gaze and letting her know that I was okay. “You were forced to do it, and you have to let it go.”

“You were forced to do it, but you don’t have to let it go,” Louise corrected, shooting me a look. “You should feel whatever you need to feel for as long as you need to feel it.”

“Thanks but—” Imogen began, but this time it was her aunt who cut her off.

“But nothing,” she said. “You take whatever time you need. The only ‘but’ is that you can’t dwell on it when we hit the surface. We are going to need you sharp and focused. Once we land, you keep your eyes open and your head on a swivel. But for now, you sit in your feelings all you want.”

“Thank you,” she said and stood. Without another word, she left the cockpit and, I assumed, went back to her room.

When it was just Louise and me, the woman looked at me. “She’ll never forgive herself.”

“Maybe she shouldn’t,” I said after a time.

“But we can’t let it consume her,” Louise said, voice breaking.

“We won’t,” I assured her. “Everyone who bunks on this ship lives in the shadow of their past, but how we respond to it, what we become because of it, is what differentiates us from people like John Gregory.”

“You assume to know the man?” Louise asked, raising an eyebrow.

Ned came to my defense. “Hurt people hurt people, as the old adage goes.”

“I think that someone who is capable of doing what he does must have some reason to do it, some thing that happened to make him want to,” I said. “But I also think that there is something he was born with that allows him to do things the rest of us would deem unthinkable.”

“You think it’s nature and nurture?” she asked and leaned forward, interested in what I had to say.

“As someone who has only ever really known their own nurture side, I think that it has to be both for a man like him,” I said, remembering the cruelty I had watched the Inquisitor inflict on people.

“Then Imogen might be in more trouble than I thought,” Louise said quietly. “Her parents, including my own kin, are bad people, and the poor girl has just spent her recent life with someone even worse.”

She shifted to stand right in front of me and lock eyes so that I understood how serious she was. “You have to be the one she looks to for inspiration. The one who sets an example.”

“What about you?”

She smiled. “I will too, naturally, but it can’t be just her family.”

I thought about how passionately she spoke when she made Vince promise to do better and knew that Louise was right. “I’ll do my best.”

“And Hank’s best is pretty okay,” Ned mocked, but we both ignored him.

“Good,” she said. “Between the two of us, I think that we can really help show this young woman that the universe doesn’t have to be an evil place.”

That comment made me wonder something. “Have you seen any Peacer intel on a weapon codenamed Extinction?”

“That sassy AI at the space station already asked me.”

“Libby,” I filled in.

“Ned,” she corrected with a grin. I had walked right into it. “But Libby did too.”

“I see what you did there,” Ned said, letting his voice express his annoyance.

She chuckled. “But the answer was no.”

“Another dead end,” I complained.

“We are getting close,” Ned said. “I can feel it.”

Louise narrowed her eyes. “Fascinating.”

“It is,” I concurred. “He might as well be a human with the way he’s programmed.”

“You guys know I can hear you, right?” Ned asked. “And let me ask you both something: when you have a sense of something, that instinct or intuition? How would you quantify it?”

I thought about the question, but Louise didn’t have to. “I take your point. Lots of what makes us us is indefinable.”

“Precisely,” Ned said. “And just how you can’t quantify it, neither can I. And just how it’s in you either by experience or birth, so it is with me.”

“Your programmers being your parents, essentially?” Louise asked.

“Essentially.”

“Why do you feel like we are getting close?” I asked, returning us to the subject at hand.

“I was looking at the map with all the collected information,” he said. “Something about seeing all the work we had done, the disparate pieces of intel collected together, made me feel like we are closing in on it. One of these connections will lead us to Extinction, I know it.”

With that thought ringing in our ears, nothing more was said. Louise stood and made her way back to check in with Imogen, and I turned to watch the gyre tube. My blinks became slower, and soon my eyelids didn’t open.

When I awoke, it was to the sound of the Buzzard’s alarms.
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“A debris field,” Ned complained, and my body shot forward instinctively, reaching out to grab the controls, though I didn’t need to. The bleary world came into focus, and I saw the destroyed remains of a starship right where we had washed out.

“Scan for any quality items.” Without me even having to think about it. On a fundamental level, I would always be a scrapper first.

The Buzzard lurched, Ned tilting us out of the way of a cracked broken piece of micro missile canon. More pieces of the ship clattered off our shields.

“Nothing worth saving,” Ned said. “But it’s worth noting that this is a pirate vessel.”

“How can you tell?” I inquired and looked over my shoulder to see Lousie and Imogen entering the cockpit.

“There are several telltale signs of scallywaggery,” he answered. “First, the remaining pieces of the ship had numerous illegal modifications. Second, their Tidal Drive, which is floating just there, is a discontinued model that had been recalled several years ago and that would have gotten a registration signaler flagged and lastly.” Here he turned the Buzzard toward a piece of wrecked hull, shining a light on a skull and crossbones painted crudely on the front.

“Could have just started with that,” Louise said.

I nodded but had to add, “I want to use scallywaggery every day from now on if I can.”

“Figured you would like that.”

As we accelerated away from the wreckage and in the direction of the planet, I scratched at my chin. “If they are refugees on the surface with no defenses, why is there a destroyed starship out here?”

“That’s precisely what I’ve been wondering,” Ned said.

Louise squinted out through the window. “Can you tell anything from the impact marks on the ship?”

“With better scanners or if I brought some pieces aboard but not here now, no,” Ned answered.

“Or we could just go down to the surface and ask,” Imogen noted.

We all turned to look at her, and I saw a smile cross Louise’s face. Before we could even say that she was correct, Ned was accelerating us down to the atmosphere and onto the surface of the small planet.

We disembarked, and I left my mask and goggles on the ship, deciding that it would be better to show up with a face than looking like an off-duty bounty hunter. Louise was attired in all black with an energy weapon holstered inside her jacket and Imogen was back in her runway fatigues.

Stepping off the ship and into the light of the nearby star, the direct beams felt as though they were going to cook my skin if I stayed exposed for too long. The women must’ve felt it too because we all broke into a quick sprint in the direction of an unmanned kiosk that had a little awning.

Stepping into the shade, I felt as though I might freeze, and I immediately regretted not bringing gloves.

Imogen turned and looked up at me. “You never take me anywhere nice.”

I chuckled at that. “What about that one night club?”

Her face fell flat, and she shivered in the shade. “You mean where I discovered that my cousin had set me up and completely betrayed me, which resulted in my parents sending me to the Inquisition? That’s what you are talking about?”

I smiled. “Yeah, that.”

“Let’s keep moving,” Louise said, the cold causing her voice to quaver.

Looking past the kiosk, we saw the camp itself down a little pressed earth road. At its center were several slapdash buildings under a Consortium flag. They were constructed of corrugated tin, had barred windows, and were only half painted; there were several white lines sticking out from the primed part where a person had obviously stopped rolling on the paint to do something else and never returned.

In the area around it were the blue and yellow tents that the Consortium government produced en masse and used everywhere. They were set up in blocks, and you could see that the weather of this planet had taken its toll on them. Sun bleaching, frost burn, and patched tears covered nearly every one of them.

Beyond the official tents were those brought by the people who had undoubtedly ended up here to find that there was no more housing. Some were proper interplanetary survival tents where others were what appeared to be little more than tarps stretched over some kind of stick and then staked to the ground.

The planet’s surface was barren, save for a few tough shrubs that could survive what I had to assume were tough conditions. The color of the surface was something between beige and white—a color I was sure had a name but I would probably have just called blah.

Making our way down the path, we could see people milling about and having conversations in front of their tents. Kids of various species played soccer in a small gap between the tents, and a line of people waited beside one of the tin buildings as we approached. Occasionally, someone would look up at us but take no note or pretend they didn’t see us, looking away immediately.

I scanned every person that we saw looking this way and tried to identify Sharna and Edgar Junior, but I didn’t, and soon a face I did recognize stepped into our path.

Jesk, the man from the video, had hurried over from where he had been kneeling beside an old woman and looked at the three of us expectantly. “Greetings,” he said.

“We got your message,” Louise informed him. “I assume you know what that means… who we are…”

He nodded vigorously and gestured for us to follow him into one of the nearby tents. It was a relief to get out of the blistering sun, but under the canopy, there was a solar powered heater to keep the inside of the tent from feeling like a tundra.

There was a bed on either side of the space, a desk at the back, and a small shelf with several books that looked like they might disintegrate into dust at any moment. The brightness of the day shone through the thin tenting material and cast the space in a perfect light.

“You are Peacers?” he asked in a hushed tone, and it took everything in my power not to derail the conversation by asking where my family was.

“I think it’s better just to answer by telling you that we got your message,” Louise answered.

“Oh, gotcha,” he said and winked theatrically under the scarf he had wrapped around his head. His clothes were old, crusty, and tattered, and I could see where he had pulled the mining corporation’s logo off of the breast.

“That being said, we are here to help,” she said. “I’m Louise, this is my niece Imogen, and that there is Hank,” she said, and he appraised the three of us.

“You, um… there aren’t more?” he asked after a time.

I rested my hand on my stomper. “There are,” I told him. “But we want to do some investigating without drawing too much suspicion before calling on backup.”

He winked again and this time, gave a thumbs-up. “I’m so relieved that you’re here. We desperately need your help.”

“We know,” I said. “But first, we do have a couple questions for you so that we can get pointed in the right direction.

“Of course.”

“When we washed out, there was a destroyed pirate ship in the area around the planet,” I began. “What do you know about that?”

He furrowed his brows and turned up one side of his face as he thought. “It must’ve been them.”

“Whose them?” Louise asked.

“Whoever’s taking our people,” he explained. “Another child disappeared last night, and if there was wreckage around the planet, it must be the kidnappers.”

“There’s no alternative?” Louise asked, not sounding convinced by what he said. “Why would a person who is stealing children from the planet care about some pirates…” She paused for a moment. “No, I understand.”

“Right,” Jesk said. “They protected us so that they could continue to take our people unabated. Presumably, whoever they are doesn’t want competition.”

“That’s terrible,” Imogen said, her voice breaking. “But that’s why we’ve come. We’re here to help you.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” Jesk said, his voice pure sincerity. “The people of this camp have been through a lot already. Not just the people I arrived with but everybody here. For one reason or another, they ended up lost in the universe and came to this place looking for refuge. Instead, what they found is more hardship and loss.”

Imogen looked at me for a moment, and we shared a thought. Hearing what he was saying was not dissimilar to what the people of Korfuu experienced and why they ended up hiring the Ghost.

“What can you tell us about the people who have been taken?” I asked. “You said they were children.”

He tilted a flat palm back and forth. “I should have said young. At this point, everyone under twenty seems like a child to me, but one appeared to be even older than you.” He pointed at Imogen.

“They were all taken in the night, and nobody ever saw or heard anything,” he claimed. “Of course, we’ve started patrols every night, but this camp is a big place and many people would rather stay in their tent and try to protect their own than wander around in the biting cold.”

“Has anyone seen a ship coming or going?” I asked. “Or do you believe that they are being kept on the planet?”

“That’s part of our confusion,” Jesk explained. “We haven’t been able to find any tracks leading away from the camp, and several of the people who’ve been taken had tents near the center by the landing pad. We’ve had people stationed there every night, but nobody’s seen or heard a starship coming or going. At one point, it was even suggested that maybe whoever was taking people was somebody here in camp and they had dug out some kind of bunker under their tent. As a precaution, we checked every tent in the camp for anything like that but didn’t turn up anything.”

“Nobody pushed back?” Louise asked. “Everyone submitted to the search?”

He shook his head. “No, of course they didn’t, but I’m no fool. I was elected leader of this little collective because I’ve got a brain in my nut. So, I’ve had people stationed outside the homes of anybody who didn’t submit to a search and have confirmed that they weren’t involved on the nights when people have been taken.”

“Seems like you have really done everything you can for these people,” Imogen observed.

At that, Jesk acted as though he had been admonished, dropping his eyes and slouching his shoulders. “No, everything that I’ve done hasn’t been enough. In the time since I’ve asked for help, three more people have been taken. I tried to motivate the folks here, get them to band together and help. But so many of them are so discouraged, so tired and miserable that they can’t be bothered. At first, we all banded together but now, we just feel like the proverbial fish in a barrel, waiting for our time. Let’s be honest. You don’t end up at a refugee camp because everything in your life is going the way that you expected. You end up here because something has gone very much not as you expected… and then to have this happen… to be hunted, to have your children stolen right out from under your nose… it’s a tragedy compounded.”

The man looked as though he might cry, and Imogen walked over and took his hand, then smiled at him, saying, “We are here to help you.”

“Is there anything else you can tell us about the people who have been taken?” I asked.

Jesk sniffled and looked at Imogen as though the answers he sought might be written on her face. “That’s what’s so peculiar, other than their age, all being young, they aren’t united by anything else. Several different species have been taken and while a vast number of us came from the Glyncoar Mining Corporation, many of the people who find themselves here did not.

“And it isn’t any one group that’s being hunted. It seems as though whoever’s doing this doesn’t care who the people are or where they came from so long as they’re young.” When he said the last word, the tears finally came. Burying his face in his hands, the man wept softly.

He had given us much to go on, and I opened my mouth to ask where my aunt and cousin were, but before I could, a gunshot rang out from somewhere out on the street.
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We took off running, with Jesk following close behind, wiping the tears as he did.

There was shouting, and people gathered in a circle. As he ran over, I saw a brawny woman with her knee on the back of a man wriggling on the ground beside a gun. A few people were tending to another man covered in blood, but even from afar, I could tell that he was dead.

“What happened here?” Jesk asked, his voice pleading.

The man on the ground looked up and shouted. “He cut me in the feeding line!”

“So you shot him?” Jesk said, the heartbreak he was feeling obvious in his tone.

Louise moved in close beside me. “This has nothing to do with us. We should keep looking around and see what else we can find out.”

But I didn’t hear her. At that moment, nothing else registered except for the two people standing down the street staring at me.

Without saying a word, I broke into a run, rushing in the direction of the two Kyrog.

“Hank!” Sharna shouted as I crashed against her, wrapping my arms as well as I could around her massive form. “It’s so good to see you. What are you doing here?”

Hearing those words and thinking about where I was meeting her, the guilt welled up inside me, wrapping around my heart like strangling vines.

I looked up at her and said the only words I was able to form. “I’m so sorry.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” she said, and I didn’t know how much she knew about Edgar. “Please, you and your friends should come back to my tent for some tea.”

“I’ll never turn down a spot of tea,” Louise said, and she turned to talk to Imogen, who was standing and staring at Edgar Junior, her face white as a ghost.

“Junior, this is your cousin, Hank,” Sharna introduced as we began walking.

He looked me over with all of his eyes. “He doesn’t look like my cousin.”

“Junior,” Sharna rebuked. “I’m so sorry.”

I chuckled. “It’s fine, and he’s right. I don’t.” I looked down at him. “I don’t look the same because your dad’s brother adopted me when I was a little boy. That means he took care of me even though I wasn’t his blood relative.”

“Does that mean you don’t have a mom?” he asked, and as he spoke, I could see the family resemblance: certain wrinkles in his gray skin, the way his mouth moved, it all reminded me of Lutch and Edgar.

I smiled softly at him and stole a glance over my shoulder to see Louise having to nearly push Imogen up the street and away from the unfolding tragedy that had started with something so small.

“I have a birth mom and dad, I just don’t know who either of them are, and because they couldn’t take care of me, your uncle raised me as his son,” I explained, trying to put it in as simple terms as I could. “So he became my dad.”

“But now your dad is dead like my dad?” Junior asked.

My steps faltered, and I almost tripped at the words. Sharna filled in for me, answering her son as she ushered us toward a tent much larger than the other ones around.

“Yes, his father passed away too, but you were much smaller then and probably don’t remember,” she said softly.

Entering the Consortium relief tent, it looked nearly identical to the previous one we had been in but scaled up by two times. The beds were much larger and reinforced with metal, and the desk in the back of the room had a large computer. Scattered around the floor were children’s toys that appeared to be a few generations old.

The blocks had worn down corners and were covered in doodles upon doodles like the layered graffiti we had seen on Parm. The small toy car had only two wheels and his toy soldier was missing her arm and head.

“Junior, why don’t you play for a minute,” Sharna said before walking over to a little table beside her bed where a heating pot sat ready. She activated it and turned to look at us. “Hank, do you plan on introducing us?”

“Oh, right,” I stammered. “Sharna Spears, this is Louise and Imogen Hush.”

The women smiled at one another, and I continued. “We are here to investigate what has been happening.”

I used the vaguest language possible in front of the young man. Though it was hard to think of him as being so young since he was already nearly the same height as me and a head taller than Imogen.

“We can talk openly,” she said, looking at her son playing with his toys on the floor. “Once he’s doing this, he’s lost to the world.”

“Do you know anything that could help us?” I asked, not entirely convinced that the kid wasn’t listening. “I understand that there isn’t much information to go on, but we want to help the people here.”

Sharna appraised me for a moment, looking me up and down in my new armor under my heavy scrapper’s jacket. “Hank,” she said. “Before we talk about why you’re here, can we talk about how you’re here.”

I looked at myself in my full bounty hunter regalia. “I suppose a few things have changed since last I saw you.”

“They certainly have.”

I cleared my throat and began to speak. “After Lutch died, I continued to run the business for as long as I could, but I got into some trouble and needed to get out of there quickly. My childhood friend is a bounty hunter and said that I might do well by myself if I switched professions, and, seeing no other choice, I did it. But I also do freelance work and try to help out wherever I can.”

I paused for a moment and considered what to say next. Her mate had died because the Inquisition was looking for me, and the person standing right beside me had been involved. It wasn’t even that she was complicit, she was right by his side when he burned the port to the ground. Or, to space, as it were.

Part of me felt like I owed her the truth, like I should tell her everything but another part of me knew that it was because I wanted to exorcise my own demons. Her life had been destroyed and knowing that it was because of us wouldn’t do anything to change that.

But I couldn’t stand here and not say anything. It was wrong and I knew it.

“Aunt Sharna,” I said, my voice rasping out as though my own body didn’t want to allow me to do what I was about to do. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

“No there isn’t,” she said. “I know you went to see him and that whatever trouble you’re in must’ve followed you. But that doesn’t make it your fault. It’s the fault of the monsters who did it.”

Hearing that made me want to crumple to my knees and scream. I had been holding in so much guilt, and this would be the first step in healing. Her telling me the same thing that I was trying to convince Imogen of was exactly what I needed to hear.

“When he commed me to say that you had stopped by, it was one of the happiest calls we had shared in a while,” she said, her voice lifting as she spoke. “He told me that things were a bit complicated for you, but he didn’t care. He was just so happy to see you and talk about his brother one more time.”

“I felt the same way,” I told her. “At a terrible moment in my life, seeing him was like seeing an oasis in the desert.”

Sharna smiled softly and, despite the circumstances, it was nice to be back with family.

“Ms. Spears,” Imogen said in a warbly voice, stepping forward and then swallowing hard.

“Don’t let her,” Ned instructed in my earpiece, but it was too late.

The Kyrogi woman looked down at the little redhead, who said, “I was there when your partner was killed. I didn’t wield the weapon myself, but I was there.”

Sharna’s face grew dark, and it felt as if all of the air had been sucked from the room. Louise let out a sharp exhalation.

“What was your part?” Sharna demanded, taking a step toward Imogen.

The former Acolyte swallowed hard, her whole body shaking. “I was pressed into the service of the Inquisitor and forced to be his apprentice. I was there when he was killed. I’m so sorry.”

Imogen dropped to the ground and her aunt knelt to wrap an arm around her. My aunt stared down at them, looking as though she might stamp them underfoot as though they were ants.

Her face was pulled tight, her eyes were narrowed, and her muscles were taut under the government issued coveralls.

Her breaths shot out in ragged snorts like in the moment just prior to the Kyrogi brawl in the bank.

“I am sorry you were forced to be an Inquisitor, but I also don’t know you and don’t care to know you,” she snarled. Junior looked up to see his mother overcome with anger and cowered away. “You seek forgiveness, but you won’t find any here.”

Imogen stared up at her from the ground, the corners of her mouth pulled down into a deep frown. I wondered if she had wanted this. If, in the deep recesses of her heart, had wished for it.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered again.

“I’m sure you are,” Sharna said, all gentility of the moment before entirely evaporated. “You’re sorry now, but you weren’t sorry enough to act then.”

“Mom?” Junior said. “What’s going on?”

Sharna didn’t turn to her son, but her ear twitched and flicked in his direction. “Get out of my home,” she demanded, and Louise forced Imogen from the floor, then half carried and half dragged her out of the tent immediately.

“You travel in the company of a living demon,” she accused. “Your father would be ashamed of you.”

That one hurt.

“I understand you’re mad and you have every right to be,” I said. “But don’t presume to tell me how Lutch would feel. My father tried to see the best in people and gave them second chances. He gave me a second chance.”

“A second chance for stealing a soldering iron is one thing, forgiving someone who prowls this universe and ends the lives of hard-working, honest people for no good reason is not the same,” she shot back. “That thing that you brought here is a taint on the universe.”

I looked into my aunt’s face and was about to speak, when I stopped. I thought about the words and about Imogen.

“She agrees with you,” I said finally, and Sharna cocked her head.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Imogen hates herself for what she did, what she was forced to do,” I said, trying to explain the mind of this damaged thing that I now traveled with. “I don’t think that she said what she did to get absolution… I think she did it to be punished.”

“Knowing what John Gregory did to her, he undoubtedly trained some part of her mind to believe that she deserved punishment for anything she did,” Ned observed.

Of course, Sharna couldn’t hear his computer voice piped directly into my ear, and she seemed to be thinking about what I had said. The part of her that undoubtedly pitied the girl was warring with the part of her who loathed the former Acolyte for having any part in the death of her husband.

“What you say may be true, but people need to be held accountable for the things that they do,” Sharna said after a moment. “You say she was forced to do what she did, and I say there’s nothing in the universe strong enough to compel me to take that kind of action. You may think she didn’t have a choice, but she did. She could’ve wheeled around and tried to stop the Inquisitor. She could’ve fought back.”

I shook my head. “Then she would have been killed.”

“And she’d be in the ground instead of my mate,” Sharma said, the anger beginning to become infused with melancholy.

“No,” I said, my voice hard with assurance. “They would both just be dead. That would not do anybody any good. I know Kyrogi culture dictates that you fight but sometimes the best way to fight is just to survive. Imogen lasted long enough so that now she can help me put this universe right.”

“As a bounty hunter?” Sharna asked incredulously.

“I’m doing more than that,” I said, noticing that Junior was now still watching us. “There’s a reason that I was being hunted and I’m still being hunted. It’s because I’m doing something very important, but the forces out there are determined to stop me.”

“What’s that?” she asked, everything she had been feeling moments before still boiling just under the surface.

“I can’t tell you here and now,” I said. “But once the situation here is resolved, we will have a bigger conversation about everything that’s going on. Only if you want, though. It honestly might be better if you don’t.”

“It’s safe to assume that we are in as much danger just meeting as we are if I know the truth,” she said, and she wasn’t wrong. John Gregory would do to them what he had done to her mate whether or not she had any actual information on my whereabouts.

“Fair enough,” I said. “But you think you’d be able to help me find the kidnapper in the meantime?”

“I’ll help you,” she said, looking at the flap of the tent and then back at me. “And even though I know you’ll still be working with her, I don’t want to have to deal with your friend…”

“I wish things were different, but I understand,” I said, hearing the exhaustion of my own words. “This has been a constant struggle since I brought her aboard.”

“Then why did you?”

I looked at her front-facing eyes and said something that I had now come to believe was absolutely true. “It was the right thing to do.”

She stared at me unblinking for a long moment and seemed as though she was about to talk but Junior filled the void.

“If you’re adopted by a Kyrog, can you go back to the homeworld?”

The question was so incongruous with the mood that I couldn’t help but smile and lowered myself just a bit to his height while sitting. “No,” I answered. “The homeworld is a very special place, and even though I was taken in by a member of your species, that doesn’t mean I ever get to go.”

“Has a human ever gone?” he asked, scooting from where he was sitting on the floor to face me while his mom turned, pulled the steaming heater off the pad, and poured three mugs.

I didn’t know the answer, but Ned began to feed me information that I parroted to the young man. “In the time of the cosmic expansion of humans after the advent of the Tidal Drive, people spread in every direction, scanning every planet for habitability. This was primarily done by exploration bots, and when first contact was made, they would begin using the deep learning artificial intelligence on board to analyze the species and begin to interpret their language. If they had any.”

He continued to speak and I kept being Ned’s dummy.

“Information was collected back on earth and diplomatic teams were sent in their wake. These people would begin to attempt to understand the alien species and open lines of communication in hopes of future trade of either goods or information.

“This was true of our initial meeting with the Kyrog as well and while there is no evidence that the early diplomats were invited to the surface of the planet, they did parlay aboard some of the stations encircling the homeworld.”

When I finished speaking, I looked at the two Kyrog, who were staring at me blankly. Being interested in what Ned was explaining, I had simply repeated the exact words as he had spoken them, without realizing that I probably needed to make them a bit easier to understand for a young person.

“Lutch never told me that you were so well-versed in human history,” Sharna exclaimed. She took a sip of her tea and then handed me one of the mugs that, in my hands, was nearly the size of a bowl.

“They tried to teach us a lot at the orphanage,” I lied. Well, it wasn’t a lie. They did try. The lie was that I had retained any of it. “I guess some of it stuck.”

“See,” Sharna said, addressing her son. “This is why I always tell you it’s important to pay attention to your educators.”

Like every child in every corner of the universe, Junior rolled his eyes and went back to playing.”

I sat on one of the beds and sipped at the tea which tasted like a memory, immediately bringing me back to when Lutch would make it when another Kyrog would come to visit the shop. But I didn’t have time to dwell on it. Really, with some kidnapper who I believed to be part of the Disciples of Twain stealing children, I didn’t have time to focus on much else. All the random street shootings and personal conflicts would have to be set aside.

“So, what can you tell me about what’s been happening?”
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She spent a little time explaining the same things that Jesk had without adding any crucial details or information that might provide me with any insight.

“I just can’t imagine any reason why someone would do something like this,” she said finally.

“Perhaps they are trying to indoctrinate these young people into their cause,” I said, staying vague enough that it would not indicate I had any suspicions.

“There’s enough of that around the universe without having to resort to kidnapping,” Sharna observed. “Humans are everywhere, and many of them are so easily deceived that if you want to build a following, you can.”

“You’ve got a point there,” I noted. “But was there anything else that you felt unified these children? Any reason why they were picked specifically?”

“At first, several of the children were all students under the tutelage of one of the parents here, but that seemed to be a coincidence after several more were taken,” she explained. “We spent countless evenings talking about our past and about our children and trying to determine why some have been taken and others have been spared.”

“I have to ask,” I said, seeing I wasn’t getting anywhere with this line of questioning. “Why are you staying here?”

She let out a long, pregnant sigh that blew the steam off of her tea. “Because we have nowhere else to go. I petitioned the homeworld to return but the elders of my clan have not made a ruling on me and Junior.”

The words obviously hung heavy on her, and she looked down pityingly at her son before glancing back at me.

“I received a small stipend from the Consortium, but it’s not nearly enough to establish a life. Traveling anywhere in this universe is expensive and moving somewhere, even more so. Many have considered just uprooting and going to another camp but at the registration facility, most of us were told that the other camps are far more overcrowded and dangerous. The sister of one of the residents has confirmed this. The next closest refugee facility is a small space station that apparently is so cramped and overrun it feels like a sewer.”

“You would rather risk what could potentially happen to Junior then try to move somewhere else?” I asked but the question elicited a scowl.

“Don’t presume to know our situation well enough to be able to pass judgment, Hank,” she said. “You may have thought you were just asking an innocent question, but there’s an implicit judgment in your words, and the last thing any parent needs is unsolicited criticism on how they’re raising their child.”

I raised my hands defensively. “I’m sorry,” I said honestly. “I guess I was just worried for Junior.”

She narrowed her eyes at me as though I had said, “Clearly you aren’t worried about Junior.”

“Turn the fucking page, man,” Ned warned.

“And has there been any consistency on what nights they come or where the tents are located?” I asked, just trying to figure out anything that we could go on.

She closed her eyes and took another slow sip of tea. “Nope. And there’s been no consistency when they come except that it’s at night. Sometimes they’ll take the child closely after dark, and others, right before starrise.”

“Ask if there’s a central database of the residents of the camp,” Ned suggested and I repeated the question.

“Sure, but I’m not sure how up-to-date it is,” she said. “There are only two administrators from the Consortium around this entire camp, and if I’m honest, they spend most of their time rationing food and putting out fires, literal and figurative.”

“Are you able to access the database?” I asked, gesturing at the computer.

She nodded, then stood and crossed the room, setting her teacup down beside the computer. “We have listed all the victims, and you should be able to see everything.”

“Thank you,” I said. Once she had finished turning it on and setting up the database, I sat down and began looking it over.

“Synchronizing with the system now,” Ned informed me, and I knew that would be much more helpful than anything I would be able to glean.

Staring at the faces of the people who’d been taken and thinking back to what I had seen at the Cult medical facility, I was sick to my stomach. Despite myself, I looked over my shoulder at my cousin. I knew that I would do everything in my power to protect him. We hadn’t seen each other since he was just a calf, but I would do my utmost to protect him and every other child in this camp.

“Have you patrolled with Jesk?” I asked.

She nodded. “Yes, but we’ve never seen anything. I suppose that’s something though, innit?”

“What’s that?”

“The fact that we haven’t been able to discover anything,” she said. “It implies that whoever’s doing this is rather sophisticated. When they were going from tent to tent thinking that it was somebody in the camp, I felt like it was a foolhardy endeavor. Nobody was just taking the children and walking across the camp. There’d be footprints or some other indication of what happened. The fact that there isn’t says nearly as much as if there were. We are obviously dealing with someone smart, stealthy, and cruel. We don’t see ships coming or going, find tracks or anything else.”

I considered her words and nodded slowly. “You’re right,” I affirmed. “This doesn’t appear just to be some random villain…”

“What do you know?” she asked me pointedly, leaning in close behind me

“It’s all connected to what it’s better you don’t know,” I said, hoping my blatant vagueness would be enough to dissuade her from pushing more.

It wasn’t.

“Hank,” she said seriously. “My child’s life hangs in the balance, and you obviously know more than you’re letting on.”

“I can’t,” I said, nearly choking on the words. “I can’t let what happened…”

She didn’t need to let me finish, and instead stepped over and wrapped her arms around me. When she did, I felt her heave and begin to pant as she cried. “They killed him for nothing,” she sputtered and didn’t say anything else for a long time.

It seemed almost as if she had been waiting for this relief. As though the shock of seeing me, and of Imogen’s revelation had worn off, and now she could just let her feelings out.

“Knock, knock,” a man’s voice called from the outside of the tent.

“Come in, Jesk,” Sharna beckoned.

He did, pulling aside the flap and stepping within. “Heya, kiddo,” he greeted Junior, before turning to me. “We are beginning to set up for a watch, and Louise and you might be interested in joining this evening.”

“I am,” I assured him, then turned to my aunt. “If that’s okay with you?”

“Certainly,” she said. “And if I think of anything that might be relevant, I’ll let you know.”

“Me too,” Ned assured me. “I’m going through the information now and seeing what I can find.”

Before exiting the room, I knelt and put a hand on Junior’s shoulder. “It was really great to see you again.”

“Okay,” he said a bit dismissively, but it also made sense. I’d shown up out of the blue, told him I was a family member, and then mostly ignored him while I talked with his mother, so I could appreciate that his interest was minimal.

“We will get a chance to talk more soon.”

“Okay,” he said again and went back to playing with his toys on the floor.

I turned to Sharna. “It was really so wonderful to see you. In spite of the circumstances.”

“You too,” she said. “In spite of the circumstances.”

Jesk and I stepped from the tent and out into the darkening evening. Cold bit at me and Louise didn’t waste a moment before walking over wearing a gray heavy coat, yellow and orange knit cap and gloves.

“You guys okay?” I asked, not seeing Imogen.

Her aunt nodded. “I think she needed that to purge some of what was in her.”

“Good,” I said. “We need to be focused on what’s ahead of us now.”

“I know,” I heard from behind me and glanced over to see Imogen as bundled up as I was about to be.

A few other men and women were gathered around with weapons that appeared to be on the verge of being deemed antiques. I had been trained to identify and gauge the value of weapons, and most of the ones being carried I would have just left at the scrap site.

From behind me, I heard an odd clacking sound and turned to see what I presumed was a group of some kind of local creature skittering up toward us. Several of them were backed by a man in shaggy leathers with a hooked stick who I took to be their handler.

The animals were large with long, barbed mandible legs and a bulbous body with what appeared to be thick carapaces. Their round heads had thick pincers at the front and their eyes sat beneath long, curved antennae which glowed blue at the tips. Saddles sat on top of their backs. Their hides were black with spots of an iridescent cobalt as camouflage.

I was surprised by the color of the animals until the light of the day began to fade, and I watched the world around me begin to glow in small pockets which grew into large clouds that nearly illuminated the planet’s surface as well as the daylight had.

Jesk must have noticed me gawking and sidled up beside me. “We patrol on Tikani, a local nocturnal animal that the people here trained when the camp was first established. And I see you looking at the blooming swarms.”

“Yes,” I said, watching the specks of glowing light swirl and dart around like a living mist.

“It’s actually millions of tiny flies that light up as they consume the spores from small mushrooms growing in pinholes all along the surface of the planet. If you look just there,” he said, pointing in the direction of a last beam of light streaking across the scrub between some tents.

From a pinprick hole in the ground, a small streak of what looked like smoke could be seen dancing its way up into the sky, and above, a swirling ballet of bright blue dots. The sight of it gave me a momentary pang of fear and I wondered if, after the Ghost of Korfuu, I would ever see steam or smoke the same again.

“Is it safe to breathe?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow at them.

He groaned. “I’ve been assured that all of the requisite tests were done by the Consortium prior to habitation approval.”

“Right, because the Consortium’s never skimped on their due diligence,” Louise said.

Jesk ignored the comment and looked at me as the handler guided four Tikani in our direction. “We go out in pairs of two,” he informed us.

“A pair is two,” Ned wasted no time in correcting.

“Hank, why don’t you come with me, and you two can travel together.” He gestured in the direction of Imogen and her aunt.

“And we just get on these things?” Imogen asked, looking up at one of the Tikani and grimacing.

“I know your father forced you to do some equestrian training,” Louise said. “It’ll be just like that.”

Imogen pursed her lips and ran her eyes over one of the creatures. “This is not a horse. This is the kind of thing that I would ask some boy to squish for me.”

Louise scoffed. “Now you sound just like your mother. Get on that bug, and let’s go keep the children of this planet safe.”

That was all Imogen needed to hear, and she approached one of the things that tittered at her before she stepped around the side and pulled herself onto its back. I did the same, hoisting myself up onto one of the Tikani and then rubbing my hand along its carapace.

It was smooth and strong, and as soon as I picked up the reins, I felt the animal go taut, ready to be controlled. With ease, Jesk mounted up, as did the other two pairs. Without saying a word, he pointed at each team and gestured in the general direction they should cover. The camp was massive, and there were very few of us, so I wasn’t surprised they weren’t able to make much headway during these patrols.

The difference now was that they had us.

We started riding, and my Tikani fell in beside him.

“Were you an equestrian as a kid too?” he asked with a small smirk.

I snorted. “Hell no. Spent my days as a scrapper before starting this life as a… freelancer.”

“Yeah, you didn’t look like the fancy-pants type,” he observed.

“You neither.”

“Nah,” he laughed. “Working with my hands was always going to be my lot in life. It’s just that the people around me thought I was good enough at my job and just smart enough to be made a foreman, and the people here felt the same way. Though, I’ll tell you, I feel like I’m in over my head with all this.”

I thought about the fact that I had woken up one morning as an intergalactic grease monkey and was now a bounty hunter, fugitive from the law, and rebel trying to save the universe.

“I feel that way all the time, too.”

“How do you deal with it?” he asked, and I could tell he wasn’t just making conversation. He genuinely wanted advice.

“I remember how important what I’m doing is,” I answered honestly. “I’m not always good at making the right decisions, but I know I will make a better decision than someone else, and I’ll do my best. Other than that, you just have to trust yourself so that the people around you can trust you.”

“With everything that’s going on, I feel like I’m failing the people of this community,” he said. “You saw what happened this afternoon. The stress of the kidnappings has led good, honest, hard-working people to hurt one another over nothing.

“I saw that you didn’t stay very long, but you have to understand that I know these people. I’ve worked and lived alongside many of them for my entire adult life. We raised our children together, and now they’re coming apart.”

Before he could continue, I spoke. “But that’s not your fault.”

“Sure it is,” he said and looked out down the street we were riding along. The sun had now set, and the shine of the bloom swarms bathed the world in a dim blue. The yellow glow from inside the tents contrasted perfectly, and I could see shapes shifting within.

Very few people were out on the streets, and those that were didn’t seem to want to be there: hurrying back from their tents.

The Tikani shook, wiggling some small insects off its back and I held on tight. Though I had ridden some creatures on various planets around the universe, those instances were few and far between. It had been quite some time, and I was a little ill at ease on the back of this thing. Though I wasn’t going to let it show.

Animals were not something that I had a lot of experience with. I preferred machines. I knew (for the most part) what a piece of equipment could do, or at the very least, what it was supposed to do. It was precise and predictable whereas an animal was exactly the opposite. The thing could buck at any moment and send me flying into one of the tents or decide to chase a mouse when I needed it to hunt down a kidnapper.

Jesk looked over at me and continued. “I am accountable for everything that happens in this camp. That is the price of power.”

“Yes, the burden of responsibility is great and something that I have come to appreciate recently as well,” I told him, and it was true. “But that’s why I am here. To help you solve this problem for your people. And for mine.”

“You are a relation of Sharna?” he asked while we turned down another makeshift street.

“She’s my aunt,” I told him.

He nodded, peering down between two tents at a bag of garbage moving slightly in the cold breeze. “She’s a good woman and a real voice of reason in the camp. We are lucky to have her.”

In the distance, I heard what sounded like a muffled scream and clicked at the Tikani as I pulled the reins and turned it in the direction of the sound. Galloping was rocky as the strong legs thundered toward the sound. I clamped my legs tight and held onto the horn with one hand. I tried to control the reins with the other, but the beast had a mind of its own.

Jesk was right behind, and the bloom swarms shifted and swirled out of our way. Another yell pierced the air, and it spurred us forward, the two of us riding our Tikanis as fast as we could in the direction of the sound.

I wished I had a third hand so that I could hold on to my weapon and be ready to greet whatever it was. But when we roared around the corner, we had to yank our reins to stop our movement when we saw a woman kneeling on the ground, hugging a boy of about seven, who was pounding on her chest with his tiny fists.

“I don’t want to have to go to bed!” he shrieked into her chest and kicked against her thighs.

She looked up and saw us and then turned back to her child, staring daggers. “You see what you did!”

He looked up at the two riders who had come racing around the corner but didn’t seem to understand what the woman I took to be his mother was implying.

“They came here because they thought there was an emergency,” she scolded. “Say you’re sorry.”

He said sorry in the pitiful excuse for an apology that seemed common among admonished children and caught criminals.

“It’s okay,” Jesk said. “Just don’t fight your mom so hard in the future.”

The young man’s attitude changed immediately, and he went from kicking to hugging his mom back and she scooped him up to carry him the remaining few meters to their tent. She was still growling in his ear the entire time.

“There’s a lot of that,” Jesk complained. “False leads, I mean. Not fights like that. Though, if I’m being totally honest, he does fight his mom like that a lot, too.”

I nodded and we continued our patrol, riding through the night. We scanned the streets for hours with no result, the tent lights going off one by one until it was just the worms lighting the world. I made small talk with the man and learned a little bit more about his life and the company that he had worked for, but it was idle conversation as both of our attentions were focused on every sound or movement.

It was frustrating to know that we might patrol the entire night only to find that some child had been taken from right under our noses, and I began to empathize with Jesk’s struggle.

While we were staying stationary with a cup of coffee that another one of the former miners had brewed for us, we both heard a sound at the same moment and snapped our heads in that direction, before throwing our coffee cups into the street and turning our beasts in the direction of the odd wail.

This time, it didn’t sound like an angry child. I couldn’t tell quite what it sounded like, but it was unusual enough that we needed to investigate.

An early riser popped her head out of their tent, only to see us coming and retreat back inside. Dirt kicked up in our wake as we moved down the narrow streets, but when the sound rang out again, my Tikani bent its legs and leaped over a row of tents. The movement was surprising, and my stomach dropped, my hand white knuckling against the saddle horn. We landed in the street beside the sound.

But rather than discovering the cyborg kidnappers I had been expecting, we found ourselves face-to-face with another of the planet’s inhabitants. It was bigger than the creature I was sitting on and looked even more peculiar.

Its body was flat and wide with a leathery skin and long fingers with suction cup tips at the end of multi-jointed legs. Big bulbous eyes looked out from a face that seemed to be all long, toothy mouth.

We stared at one another for a moment, both of us seemingly surprised by the other.

Jesk rode up behind me, his mount choosing to go the long way around before it skidded to a stop, and we had a moment of silence before the animal in the road in front of us stopped being flat.

Its body began to balloon outward, quickly inflating and the man behind me shouted, “Get down!”

I didn’t have a chance as the Tikani beneath me reared up. I gripped the saddle so as to not be thrown down to the ground when the creature went from horizontal to vertical. As it did, I heard a strange pop sound from the opposing animal and felt something crash against the underbelly of the animal between my legs.

Quills shredded the nearby tents, piercing holes in all of the canvas and circling the animal. People began to shout as their sleep was interrupted by firing projectiles tearing their homes apart.

My Tikani shrieked and began to tilt backward. I pushed myself back off the saddle and slammed against the dirt just before the massive creature crashed down beside me.

But I didn’t have time to stop. I forced myself to my feet, gasping and wheezing for the air that had been punched from my lungs. The animal in front of us opened its mouth, staring right at me.

I reached for my stomper, but before I could grab it, a long, barbed tongue came whipping toward me. It was all I could do to jump aside and land on the dirt once again. Jesk raced over and stood behind my fallen mount, then unslung his rifle.

He looked unnatural holding it, and I was not confident in his ability to wield it. I jumped to my feet and then ran to hide behind the body of my Tikani as well. The tents were collapsing around us, and more people were shouting from within.

Peeking out, I readied my weapon and surveyed the scene. The moment I glanced out, the tongue lashed back in my direction, the barbs crashing against my ride’s body and sending chunks of carapace flying.

Jesk was readying his rifle, and I saw that he was poised to take a step out from the side of the body and open fire. But I had seen how quick the creature was and I said, “No,” reaching out and holding him in place.

He looked at me in confusion and I had to assume that he was a better miner than he was a combatant. “Just stay hidden for now,” I cautioned.

Peering out again just enough to get a view, I only had a moment before the tongue came hurtling back at us. The creature had us pinned, and it wouldn’t be long before it started inching toward us.

I looked around, knowing that I had to do something. The ground was littered with quills as long as my forearm, and I knelt. Slowly, I reached forward, getting myself in position to grab one of the long projectiles.

I had to plan this just right. My heart pounded, and I grasped toward the closest quill but retracted my hand before I was even halfway there. The pink blur snapped in my vision as the tongue crashed to the ground where my hand had been a moment earlier, and as soon as it was retracted, I reached out again and grabbed the quill.

Jesk watched me in wide-eyed wonder, and I wasn’t sure that this plan would even work.

Standing back up, I readied my stomper in one hand and had the quill in the other. Pressing my back against the body of my Tikani once more, I took a deep breath and readied myself.

I chucked the quill as high as I could into the air, simultaneously shouting, “Now!”

As the tongue thrashed out and slapped the quill out of the air, Jesk and I both pointed our weapons toward the creature and opened fire. His rifle managed to send two bullets crashing into the top hide of the animal before it jammed but I was able to squeeze off several shots. I threw myself back behind cover as I saw the thing begin to puff himself up again.

“Get low!” I ordered and Jesk cowered just as another round of quills came rocketing out from the beast.

As soon as they had, I turned my body again and sent another volley into the thing. This time, I aimed directly for its eyes and one of my bullets struck true. Clear tissue like some kind of gel sprayed out, and the beast screamed and reared back, its tongue slicing through the air.

As its head was tilted skyward, I unloaded my final few bullets into its soft underside just at the throat. Blood squirted from its throat and the long, outstretched tongue fell limp along with the body.

Jesk set out from behind the Tikani to look at the dead creature in the road and then over at me.

“Good work,” he praised. “Think that thing would have gotten the better of me without you.”

Ned chuckled in my earpiece. “That man would be quite dead if it weren’t for you,” he assessed. “But better not to tell him that.”

“Do you think this is the thing that’s been kidnapping the children?” I asked as the light of early morning began to overtake the camp.

“No,” he answered, and I had suspected that was the case. Nothing about what he had described suggested that it was an animal, but I had to be sure.

A few more muffled shouts came from within the tents, and the two of us set to work, running over and pulling open flaps to allow people to escape from their collapsed homes.

“Hank,” Ned said as I pulled an old man from under his tarp. “Lara has news.”
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Once we had treated everybody from the tents, we checked that none of the other patrols had found anything, and we made our way around the camp to ensure that nobody had been taken. Once that was confirmed, I asked Jesk if there was someplace I could go to communicate privately, but he informed me that all the tents were taken.

Since she was taking Junior to his lessons anyway, Sharna allowed us, including Imogen, to use her tent. After opening a comms channel on her computer, I contacted Lara immediately.

“What you got?”

Lara squinted into the camera, examining my face. “What the hell happened to you?”

“You should see the other guy,” I said with a coy smirk.

“He’s dead,” Ned filled in with an utterly flat intonation. “The other guy is dead.”

Lara cocked an eyebrow. “Anybody Zenobia would be interested in?”

“No,” I answered quickly.

“It was more like a big space frog,” Imogen said, and I turned to look at her, checking if she was mocking me but her face gave me nothing.

Lara chuckled. “Well, I’m happy to know you gave as good as you got.”

From somewhere off camera, I heard Alek ask, “Was the frog responsible for the kidnappings?”

“No,” I said. “And before you all get carried away, it was more than just a frog.”

“Sorry,” Alec said, and I could hear the shit-eating grin when he added, “Big frog.”

I groaned.

“To be fair,” Ned interjected. “While the two species are vastly different taxa, ‘big frog’ is a relatively apt description… for a layperson.”

Louise laughed. “It’s impressive that the computer was just able to insult both sides of this discussion with one comment.”

“Going back to the subject at hand,” I suggested. “Lara, what did you find out?”

“We started our investigation at the nearest Sectoral hub,” she began. “It’s not much more than a trading post, honestly, and most of the people there are your usual didn’t-see-nothin’ types. Even greasing a few palms didn’t give us much. Nobody had heard anything about the kidnappings, and it seemed to be isolated to the camp. It felt as though this entire endeavor was going to be a waste of our time.”

“It was a waste of our time,” Alek interjected. “Except for the pickup game I got at the…”

But Lara held up a hand to stop him. “It wasn’t a waste of time because we learned that whoever’s committing these kidnappings are keeping it contained and keeping it quiet. While we might’ve suspected that before, we confirmed it. Bounty hunting isn’t always about tracking down your man in the heat of the moment, it’s often just a waiting game as you gather information.

“That being said, we didn’t have any solid leads or anything to go on, so I decided to try and confirm a hunch. It’s obviously possible that whoever’s taking the refugees was doing so from the planet’s surface but given what we learned from our own intel, it made more sense that they were working somewhere in the nearby system; despite the fact that the planet where the shipping manifest had led was another dead end.”

“What was there?” Ned asked.

“Literally nothing,” Lara informed him. “There had been a munitions factory on the planet but the Consortium leveled it after the war. And before you ask, Ned, yes, we checked for any life signs and even did a quick flyover to double check that there wasn’t anything there. If Cult remnants remain in the sector, they aren’t on the planet.”

“I thought you had a more substantive update,” Ned complained.

A scowl crossed Lara’s face. “I’m getting to it.”

“Could you get to it sometime today?” he shot back.

“If a certain AI would stop interrupting me, maybe I could,” she retorted quickly.

“Perhaps both of you could allow the other to say their piece,” Louise said, sounding like a senior statesman.

Lara paused a moment, as if expecting Ned to butt in again, and when he didn’t, she continued. “As I was saying. I thought that the kidnappers were coming from off-world and so I stayed in low orbit and kept an eye on the landing zones around the camp, figuring that anyone coming in would need to land relatively close.”

I could feel my heart rate increase as she continued to talk. Something about the way she was saying it let me know that we were getting close. If she had seen the kidnappers land on the surface and destroyed their ship, she would have opened with it, so I knew it wasn’t that good news. But it was something.

“About two hours ago, an owl-class stealth ship washed out with the trajectory bearing straight toward a clearing south of the camp,” she explained. “But the moment we came within the bounds of its short-range scanners, it immediately reactivated the Tidal Drive and fled the scene.”

“Great work,” Ned praised. “Now we have a lot more information to go on.”

“Thank you,” Lara said. “But I’m not sure it’s enough.”

“It is enough in conjunction with my discovery.”

I was surprised that he hadn’t said anything sooner and asked, “Your discovery?”

“Yes,” he answered. “When you made this call, I was able to piggyback the signal and connect to the feltwork—staying anonymous, don’t worry.”

“We trust you,” I said, though I knew it was largely implicit at this point.

“You should. I am constitutionally incapable of being anything less,” he said. “But I tapped into the feltwork because the documentation here was so Spartan. I had almost nothing other than what the obviously overworked civil employees entered into the processing paperwork.”

“Once I was able to access more data, I could compare files, and I finally discovered what united all of the victims,” he led and fell silent for a moment, building to the reveal.

“What’s that?” I demanded.

After another short pause, he answered. “Reglon 8.2x.”

“You know that none of us know what that is,” Lara said. “Just tell us.”

“You’re literally doing the exact thing you were complaining about a moment ago,” Imogen noted.

I sighed. “I think that’s the point.”

“It’s a planet,” Ned explained but finally got to the meat of it, “that was one of the most loyal to the Consortium during the war. They were famous for producing some of the best pilots in the universe. The Raptor’s Beak squadron was as feared by our enemies as they were famed amongst our allies. On several occasions, they backed up Captain William West and were able to clutch victory from the jaws of defeat.”

Lara, who never really had patience for Ned waxing on, spoke up. “Ned, what’s the relevance?”

“It’s important because this planet, that was a famous beginning of Consortium pride, has a processing center that all of the inhabitants of this camp were funneled through,” he said. “Well, not all of the people. In fact only a very few are actually from there, but they all spent time there.”

“Which only further confirms our suspicion that this is the Disciples of Twain,” I asserted.

“Affirmative,” Ned said. “While we don’t have definitive proof, all of the signs are pointing to the fact that this is another Cult remnant. It also suggests that the data we have collated with the manifest and medical documentation is actually quite accurate.”

On the screen, I could see Lara turn and wink at Alek off camera.

“This gives us all the information we need,” I said. “Good work.”

“We can now lay in wait for the next time they land and ambush them,” Louise said, her voice hard with determination.

“That will solve the problem here, but it won’t help the people who they have taken or give us the information that we require,” I said. “Ned, what do you think?”

“I think we need to come up with a plan and see it through,” he said, reiterating the point he made to me recently.

“Bait,” Lara said.

“My thoughts exactly,” Ned agreed.

I thought about the implications of what they just said. “What do you mean when you say bait?”

“Reach into the pouch I furnished on your belt and grab the nanotracker,” Lara instructed. “Now, we can plant this on one of the children and follow them back to wherever these kidnappers are coming from.”

“And I can hack the system to make it so that there are only a very few targets or even only one,” Ned offered. “That way, we can control the entire situation.”

“Are you guys listening to yourselves?” I asked, aghast. “You’re suggesting that we allow another innocent victim to be taken from right under our noses.”

“The victims have been taken for a long time up until our arrival.” Ned said. “And another one almost certainly would’ve been taken right out from under our nose last night if Lara hadn’t had the foresight to guard the planet. This is a calculated risk, but it is an easy way to track these villains and get to the root of the matter. Naturally, whatever parent of whatever child agrees to do this will be required to sign a release in keeping with my Consortium programming.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“Do you think Sharna would be willing to work with us on this?” Louise asked. “So long as Imogen and myself stay far away from it.”

“Let me make one thing perfectly clear,” I said in a deadly serious tone. “No one will be offering my cousin up to be kidnapped and, honestly, I’m opposed to this entire plan. I have no intention of asking one of the people here who has already suffered enough to let their child be taken and likely traumatized for life just so that we can follow them.”

“Hank,” Lara said quietly. “If we ambush them when they land, we could kill them but the children they’ve taken will be left stranded at an unknown location. We can try to sneak somebody aboard their ship, but I’ve been on enough small stealth ships to know that there aren’t many hiding places, and even with my suit active, any rudimentary scanner would be able to pick me up. Lastly, if we simply try to track the ship from space, we will lose them the second they enter the gyre.”

“There’s no other way,” Ned piled on.

I turned to Louise for support, but she said nothing.

“Hank’s right,” Imogen peeped. “We can’t just ask some civilian to potentially sacrifice their child on the off chance we will be able to follow them. It’s too risky and it’s immoral. I won’t be a part of anything like that.”

She looked me straight in the eyes. “But I also know that they’re right and this is the only way,” she stated and before I could stop her, she reached out and grabbed the tiny tracking device from my fingers. I was so surprised that I didn’t have time to stop her from taking the tracker and popping it in her mouth.

A moment of complete silence followed, the electric buzz from the heater in the computer the only noise to be heard.

After swallowing, she spoke. “Jesk said that they had taken people even older than me. This way, we don’t have to put anybody else in harm’s way and I’m happy to take on this responsibility. I spent the last few years of my life held hostage for no good reason and the years before that trapped between flashbulbs. This act gives me the opportunity to choose the manner of my own captivity.”

“No,” Louise said unflinchingly. “I came too close to losing you before, and I won’t lose you now.”

The young woman looked at her aunt. “You’ll never lose me. No matter what happens, we’ll always have each other.”

“I can’t let you do this,” the older woman said, but her resolve was shaken.

Imogen reached out, grabbed Louise’s hand, and squeezed it tight. “I have to be the one to do it. You know it and everyone else here knows it. This is the only way, and you have to let me do what’s right. This universe is filled with people doing wrong, and I get to turn that around. I have to be the force for righteousness that I expect of others. I told Vince that he had to behave in a way worthy of the family, but how can I demand that of him if I won’t demand it of myself.”

Louise sat with her mouth agape and her eyebrows pinched. But it was Lara who broke the silence. “Thank you,” she said, and Imogen turned to look at the screen, her eyes wide.

“Thank you,” Ned echoed before Alec and I said it simultaneously.

“But this isn’t any kind of goodbye,” I assured her. “We’ll have Ned doctor the files and make you the most suitable target, but we will come for you quickly. I promise.”

“I know you will,” she said without a hint of reservation in her voice. “But it won’t just be for me. You’re going to come for all the people of this camp who were taken and deserve better. You’ll come so that we can follow this lead to a weapon that threatens the life of every person in this universe. Of that, I have no doubt.”

This would normally be when I would say that we need to get moving, but I thought about what Ned kept advising me and instead said, “What can we do to ensure her safety?”

“Very little,” Louise said. Though she seemed to have accepted the decision her niece had made, it did not mean she had to like it and her worry was apparent. “She’s taking a massive risk, and if they bring her back to someplace with even moderate defenses, there will be nothing we can do for her. Even with the full support of my Peacers faction.”

That was a good reminder. “Ned, send word to Libby through an encrypted channel that we need to get every person on the station into a ship and ready to wash into a system at our word. They want a fight, and I expect we’ll give them one.”

“Yes, sir,” I could hear the slightest tinge of pride in his voice. Just as Lara had wanted me to step into a leadership role, so did Ned want me to start thinking ahead rather than rushing a problem head long as I was wont to do.

I turned to look at the screen. “Lara, I’ll need you to wait nearby but not anywhere near the planet. The moment they wash out, you follow them but stay out of range of their scanners. Just in case they think they’re being tailed and jump into a system before jumping again.”

“We’ll stay here and see what we can learn about our enemies by watching what they do,” I said and turned to Imogen. “The moment they take you, we will get back to the Buzzard and track your movement. You just have one job.”

“Lead you to them,” she affirmed.

“No,” I said. “Stay as safe as you can and fight as much as you have to to keep them from doing anything irreversible before we can get to you.”

“I will,” she said.

From the screen, Lara added, “You’ve been through too much and come too far to be lost now. We’ve got your back.”

Imogen smiled at that. For so long, Lara had been so unkind to her, but even these little words of encouragement now carried an immense amount of weight.

The redhead gave the slightest whisper of a smile. “So, what are we waiting for?”
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My eyes flashed between the sky and the tent across the way from where Louise and I were hiding. Even though my logical mind knew that I wouldn’t be able to see the stealth ship come in for a landing, I couldn’t help but keep my eyes on the black beyond the bloom swarms.

“Did you say goodbye to Sharna?” Louise asked in a hushed voice. The star had only just set, and we both assumed we had some time before the kidnappers came, though I could see her checking the tent ceaselessly.

“I did,” I told her. “I explained that I might be leaving in a hurry depending on how the evening went, but that I would be back soon.”

“I’m happy that you got to see her and her son,” Louise said. “There’s nothing in this universe more important than family.”

I swallowed hard. “I had nearly forgotten about them. Some family I am…”

“You’re here now,” Louise reminded me. “You’re doing what’s right, and you’re helping them. Just as Imogen is helping us. Being part of the family doesn’t mean that you always have to be perfect. It just means that you have to be there when it matters. And you are.”

“You’re right,” I allowed, thinking back on the conversation I had with Sharna before coming to crouch across from the tent where Imogen pretended to be asleep. “But I asked for her to come with us after, and she declined.”

Louise’s head shifted back in surprise. “Why?”

“She said that she has become part of this community and doesn’t want to abandon it. She also might not have said it, but I know that she understands that being where I am is inherently unsafe,” I explained.

“No question about that,” Louise agreed. “But you think there’s more to her desire to stay?”

I didn’t know what she meant. “Like what?”

Louise shrugged. “Oh, nothing,” she said. “But you can help them without bringing them back to the station.”

“How’s that?” I asked.

She smiled at me. “Battles are only a very small part of what the Peacers do. In fact, they might be the smallest part. Folks think of us as rebel soldiers, and we are when we have to be, but most of what we do is community building. We funnel money and supplies to people who need it. Fighting the Consortium doesn’t just mean shooting holes in their ships. It means winning hearts and minds, helping the people who the government abandoned. You don’t have to bring Sharna to us in order to provide them a better life. We can provide goods and services to this camp, or better yet, get them someplace safe and help them to establish a community of their own,” she suggested.

“Or we could help Jesk fix the mining equipment,” I suggested. “Many of the people here would undoubtedly like to get back to that and we could certainly use more resources in our fight.”

“Now you’re talking,” Ned whispered.

“I think that the people here would love to get back to the lives they knew, and I expect that many of the others would be happy to run whatever town the miners needed to support their endeavors,” Louise said. “Hank, I haven’t known you for long, but you seem to be developing a good mind for this. In the fight that’s obviously brewing, you’re going to need to start to see the whole board.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Ned affirmed.

Louise continued. “Securing a future for the people of the universe isn’t just a matter of winning battles. You have to also show the civilians why they should side with you. You need to keep in mind all of the people you’re setting out to protect. Otherwise, you’re just another warmonger.”

“I never wanted any of this, never asked for it,” I said. “I never sought power and don’t even want it now. What I want is to keep this universe safe for people like Sharna and Junior. I wasn’t there for them before, but I can be now.”

“And that’s exactly it,” Louise affirmed. “Be there now for all of them because I promise you that you don’t want to look back and wish you could’ve done it differently. You might be beating yourself up for only just now coming to help them, but you’ve been on the run for your very life from the second you found Ned. I let my fight become so all-consuming that I forgot about the people I was fighting for. I was so busy being a rebel on Emortium that I let my own flesh and blood suffer at the hand of an Inquisitor. And I’ll have to live with that knowledge till the moment I draw my last breath.”

She swallowed hard and choked down the tears.

“Louise,” I soothed. “You can’t blame yourself like that. Just like you said to me, you’re here now.”

She nodded, but I could tell she was still beating herself up.

“You and Duncan are the only true family members she has left and the ones who she can count on,” I said. “That young woman has been abandoned or betrayed by everybody except you and don’t you forget it.”

That seemed to bring her out of the emotional fog she had been in.

“You’re right.”

“I know,” I said. “And we’re going to continue to protect her now.”

She nodded with certainty, then the two of us turned back to our crouching positions amidst the garbage we were using for cover and watched the nearby tent where Imogen lay in wait.

As expected, we never saw a ship land and might not have even known the kidnappers were coming if it wasn’t for the shifting waves of a bloom swarm off to the west. The way they danced and swirled told me that somebody was coming.

I had told Jesk to keep his patrols out of the area by the edge of camp near the zone where Lara had predicted the stealth ship would land. He had agreed, though I could tell that he wasn’t entirely on board with the plan.

In the same way that I had reservations about allowing a member of the camp to be taken, he didn’t like the idea of letting the kidnappers just stroll in if there was any way we could stop them. But when I explained how we planned to get his people back, he relented. When all was said and done, the man wanted to do anything that he could to help his people.

Louise and I squinted into the dark as the swarms continued to shift ever so subtly in reaction to whatever was moving up the street. And then, in the distance, we saw them. Our suspicions were immediately confirmed when the kidnappers arrived.

One man and one woman came slowly up the street and left no footprints as the bottom halves of their bodies were not legs but propulsion pads. They would shift the path beneath them, blowing dirt every which way, but unless they activated top speed and left a scorch mark, their trail would be nearly undetectable.

Also, as this kind of physical augmentation was illegal, nobody, including myself, would even think to look for it. And, despite my growing appreciation of the value of working with machines, the cyborg centaurs with thruster bottom halves instead of horses still put me ill at ease. I had been trained by society for my entire life to think that the marriage of organic and inorganic was grotesque, and that was hard to shake.

The triangular bottoms of their bodies met flesh at the hips and were mostly flesh on top except that the man at the front had a long metal arm with a clamp for a hand at the end.

This was what they were undoubtedly doing to the children they captured. They were taking them and turning them into more Disciples. I couldn’t help but wonder what these people had been like before becoming these cyborgs whose eyes glinted unnaturally in the blue glow of the swarms.

Moving up the street, they continued to scan the tents and look for the one containing the target. So far, Ned’s plan was working to a T and the conclusions we had drawn were accurate. This was all well and good, but now was what mattered.

If these people continued past the tent to some other victim or decided just to go in and kill Imogen, then we would have to go with one of our various contingencies and almost certainly never discover where the others had been taken.

Thankfully, the two stopped, the nearly silent drone of their propulsion halves slowed when they stopped in front of Imogen’s tent and checked some notes scrawled on a piece of printer paper.

The one at the front tilted his head toward the tent, and the other one nodded, telescoping out a long wand with a needle at the far end. I had agreed to this plan but now that I was seeing it unfold, I was having a hard time not just pulling out my stomper and dropping the two right here where they stood. Or floated, as it were.

They turned toward the flap of the tent, the leader scanning the street one more time to be sure that nobody was there or watching them. When he was certain that they weren’t, he pulled the opening just enough to allow his partner to enter while he guarded the front.

As apprehensive as I was feeling, I could tell that Louise was experiencing it worse. In the low blue light, I could see her face pulled tight as her unblinking eyes stared at the man guarding the door. Every sinew of her being seemed to want to rush out and kill them both, but, like me, she refrained, and soon the woman reemerged with Imogen’s limp body draped over her arms.

Seeing it, Louise shifted, but I was ready, reaching out and grabbing hold of her sleeve to keep her from spoiling everything. Her eyes flashed to me in rage, and I met her gaze, shaking my head and trying to psychically remind her why we were doing this.

Though I understood her instinct, I had to keep her from doing the thing she wanted to most desperately and, after a few moments, the two were floating away silently as though they had never been here.

For something so horrible, it was remarkably calm and quiet. They had simply snuck in, anesthetized their victim, and carried her off.

“Tracker’s moving,” Ned confirmed, and I made the quick hand signal that we had agreed upon to let Louise know that things were going according to plan.

In spite of that, she struggled against my grip again, but I did let her go, and I knew that she didn’t actually want me to. One half of her mind was warring against the other.

We waited, staring at one another and anticipating whatever happened next.

“Signal remains strong,” Ned informed me, and then, after a time, he continued. “Moving at a much faster rate now, they’re back on the ship and heading out of here. You’re cleared to return to the Buzzard.”

The moment he cleared us, we were up and moving, running toward the Tikani we had waiting for us inside one of the tents. We mounted up immediately, then rushed forward, galloping through the night toward the ship.

When we reached the landing pad, Ned already had the engine fired up and the Tidal Drive engaged. We slammed our Tikani to a stop in front of a waiting Jesk who took the reins.

“Be safe out there,” he said. “And bring my people back.”

I said nothing but nodded and headed for the ship as Louise told the man, “We’ll bring everyone back.” And I was certain she was saying that to herself as much as to him.

She followed me up the ramp of the Buzzard and it started to close before we had even reached the cargo hold. By the time we were up into the cockpit, the ship was already lifting off the ground and away from the camp.

“Lost the signal,” Ned informed us as we settled ourselves into our seats. “But the Drive is warmed up, and we will be able to pursue the moment we get a signal. Additionally, Jackson has everybody else on standby, and Lara is ready to go.”

“Thank you,” I said, gripping the controls despite the fact that I knew Ned would activate the Drive before I could even react.

“I would also like to take this opportunity to remind both of you that upon arrival, we need to take our time and not rush headlong into a situation we don’t fully understand,” he cautioned. “We need to survey and assess before doing anything that can get ourselves or our friends hurt. I know that both of you are going to be inclined to rescue Imogen as quickly as possible, and I understand the instinct, but you will not do her any favors going in half-cocked.”

“We know,” I said, and I wondered if he was speaking more to me or to Louise.

Turning to look at the woman, I watched her stare at the vastness of space. “What do you think they’re doing to her?”

“If I had to guess, nothing,” Ned said with more certainty than was possible to really have. “As a machine, I can put myself in something approximating Twain’s mindset.”

“That right?” Louise asked.

“Yes.”

“So, what would you do first?”

“The same thing I’m suggesting we do on our end,” he stated plainly. “Assess the situation before making any decisions. In the case of creating half-man, half-machine soldiers, that means figuring out the pre-existing strengths and weaknesses of the human I mean to alter.

“After being transported to whatever facility they’re taking her to, Imogen will likely be allowed to sleep off the sedative and then will be given a medical examination. Thereafter, she will most certainly be sent back to her cell or holding area while they make a determination of what augmentations would coincide with her pre-existing strengths.

“Assuming this is the Cult, which, at this point, I believe it is, it’s safe to also assume that they will do things right. They were outnumbered by a staggering margin during the War but were able to do remarkable things with very few numbers because they were smart. The faceless villain that we simply knew as the Enemy AI coordinated an attack on the universe that was so thorough it took the combined might of nearly all known living species working together in order to defeat.

“If this is Twain readying his next attack and making preparations to utilize Codename: Extinction, we have to believe that he will be making every right decision. Also, they don’t know that we are onto them, so there’ll be no need to rush. Suffice to say, I don’t believe Imogen is in immediate danger.”

Louise and I contemplated his words.

“Even if that’s a load of bollocks, I appreciate you saying it,” Louise said.

He snickered. “My programming prohibits me from serving up loads of bollocks.”

“All the better then,” she said, still gazing out the window.

“What if they are onto us?” I asked, unable to help myself. “What if they figured out that we were tracking them?”

Ned didn’t hesitate. “Then they would likely set a trap for us and blow us apart the moment we wash out.”

“And kill Imogen,” Louise filled in.

“Oh, no,” Ned corrected. “I don’t believe they would squander a valuable resource. They would kill us and see their plan through to fruition.”

“That’s worse,” Louise assessed.

“I know,” Ned said. “But it does prove the point that I don’t bullshit.”

Louise didn’t have an answer for that, and we stayed silent for a long while until Ned spoke at the same time as the Tidal Drive fired up and the Buzzard washed into the gyre.

“Signal’s back,” he said, and I heard Louise let out a breath at the same time as she released her death grip on the armrest of her chair. “And it’s close, obviously.”

And it was obvious. They only traveled a short enough time that they couldn’t have gotten far, and we were now hot on their heels.

“I transmitted a good spot near but not too close to the signal so that we can arrive undetected, and Libby will be keeping an eye on them just in case they leave from where they just pinged,” Ned informed us.

“Good thinking,” I said, somewhat absently, and nobody spoke again after that. Where there was usually a good amount of boisterous voices in the cockpit, with things how they were, neither Louise nor I seemed particularly inclined to chat.

The time felt like it dragged, and I found myself tapping my foot against the floor until we eventually washed out, then moments later seeing Lara and Alek’s ship fly in beside us. There was a large green planet in the near distance and not much else of note.

“The signal indicates that they took her to the planet just below,” Ned said. “Lara, I’ve transmitted nearby coordinates so you can send the recon drone down to the surface, and we will be able to get the lay of the land while transmitting the information to you four.

“Normally, I know that one of you would pilot the drone yourselves, but I can do it more quickly and efficiently while also taking notes and analyzing the terrain. Unless there are any objections?”

Everyone said various versions of “no” simultaneously before Ned spoke again.

“Excellent. Synchronizing with the drone now,” he said and after a beat. “Lara, take me in.”

The other ship propelled forward while we waited once again. She brought it as close as she needed to tour the planet and fired the capsule containing the drone before flying back to sit alone alongside us. She and Alek gave a little wave, and I did the same, though Louise was once again sitting in worry.

“She’s going to be okay,” I said. “She’s tough and resourceful and volunteered for this for a reason.”

“All those things may be true, but it doesn’t alleviate my worry,” Louise said, but before I had time to try to console her any further, the comm screen was showing feedback and then a grainy image of the tops of trees streaked by as the drone rocketed overhead.

In the near distance, a structure appeared. If I had any doubts about this being the Cult, I no longer did. Where most organic species had structures that fit the way they interacted with the environment of their home world, Cult architecture was something entirely different.

There was never a thought of aesthetic or ease for those who worked within. Rather, it was constructed wholly for the most mathematically efficient way of doing something. Tall spires lead to satellite dishes that I knew were at the exact right height to transmit and no further. There were doors on the ground, but they seemed to be placed at random, though I knew they had an exact purpose.

A tall wall encircled the structure and the drone tilted, moving around the building. There was no clear front and back, just openings of various sizes all around that lead to a wide space around the base of the structure that was full of trucks and starships and even a few tanks.

“Are you recording all this?” I asked almost breathlessly.

“I am,” Ned said, and I saw one of the cyborg centaurs hover through the open plaza.

“Even if we can’t find Extinction,” Lara said, sounding as amazed as I had, “we have irrefutable evidence that the Cult is back.”

“Correction,” Ned said. “We have irrefutable evidence of what’s on this video and it doesn’t yet prove anything except that there are people who are fusing themselves with machines and a building that does appear to have been designed by an artificial intelligence.”

“He’s right,” Louise said. “If you’re dealing with politicians, don’t assume they’re going to be able to extrapolate. They’ll believe what they see and nothing else.”

“We’ll have evidence soon enough,” I said. “If this is an active base, there will be enough to convince people.”

Lara tilted her face toward the camera. “Assuming they don’t implode it like Home.”

“What’s that?” Louise inquired, her voice tinged with worry.

“We investigated one of the Cult’s space stations, and they blew it up,” I said, leaving out many details but not sure I wanted to share everything. I trusted Louise, and she knew almost everything about our operation. But she didn’t need to know every last detail.

She arched an eyebrow. “How the lot of you aren’t dead is a mystery to me.”

“To be fair, we have no idea either,” I said with a grim laugh.

The drone continued to buzz around the facility, highlighting access points, calculating distances and marking targets. There weren’t many Cultists milling around but those that were had the telltale enhancements that made them a deadly threat.

“How do we play this?” I asked.

“Kick in the front door,” Ned answered without hesitation. “I’ve already had Libby send the Peacers reinforcements to our location. We bombard with our ships, take out as many of theirs as we can, and land our people here.”

As he said the last word, he put a circle in the open space between the wall and the building itself.

“There’s no need to do it that way and risk lives,” Lara said. “I’ve been extracting people from the grips of thugs for years and more often than not, going in quick and quiet is the way to keep yourself and others alive. We can go in the back door, such as it is, disable their defenses and rescue the kids and Imogen.”

The silence followed, and I knew that everybody was looking at me. I wasn’t a military tactician or an experienced bounty hunter. I was a former scrapper who was somehow in a position of authority. But in the same way I had instructed Jesk to embrace his role, so would I embrace mine.

“A full-frontal assault would cripple their defenses much more quickly but it risks a lot of lives. Sneaking in might be an efficient way of saving the victims but if the team is caught, we will be outnumbered and easily killed,” I said, admittedly just filling time until the answer that should have been obvious came to me. “But they’re not mutually exclusive.”

“One side attacks and distracts while a team sneaks in the ass?” Ned said and then quickly added, “It was something Captain William West, Pilot of the Starblaster and hero of the Five Battles, once said.”

“Adding his credentials didn’t make that comment any less déclassé,” Lara said, invoking the voice of an Emortium elite.

I chuckled but Louise’s face stopped me dead. “Can we make a decision on how we intend to rescue my niece?”

“When our Peacers contingent arrive,” I began unequivocally, “they will begin an attack run before invading from the front as Ned suggested while we head around back and sneak in as best we can.”

“May I say something?” Alek asked, leaning into the frame.

I spread a flat palm in front of me. “Always.”

“I would prefer to go with the Peacers,” he announced. “My skill set skews more toward smashing than sneaking.”

“Yes, hulk should go with the assault team,” Ned concurred.

I nodded. “All right, line the ships up and, Lara, come aboard.”

A moment later, the ships were doing the delicate ballet of lining up the magnetic locking mechanism at the bottom of their ship with the extendable docking tunnel of the Buzzard.

Ned was able to line our ship up perfectly but, between Lara who didn’t love to pilot and Alek who, by his own admission, didn’t fly much, it took quite a long time to get everything situated.

“Things like this used to take no time at all when it was two AIs working together,” Ned groused when the hatch finally opened, and Lara clambered through.

“Still wishing we had got you a stealth suit,” she said when she saw me waiting for her.

“Right now, I’m inclined to agree with you,” I said, and despite myself, I had to appreciate how good she looked in hers.

“You really think this is gonna work?” she asked when she got close, glancing around to be sure that Louise wasn’t within earshot.

“I do,” I said. “We’ve gone into far worse with far less.”

“Taking on pirates and gangsters is not the same as soldiers,” she said ominously. “Or, should I say, super soldiers.”

“I’d rather you didn’t say that.”

She smirked. “It’s true whether I say it or not.”

“You may be right, but I also know that inside that facility are the answers we’ve been after,” I said. “To say nothing of the innocent children and our friend.”

“Here’s hoping we can pull off another one,” she said and clapped me on the shoulder. “Because if we do⁠—”

“When we do.”

“Right, when we do,” she said with a smile, “we might just save the universe.”

“Not bad for an afternoon’s work,” I said.

She nodded. “Assuming we pull it off.”

We made our way back to the cockpit just in time to see the Peacer ships washout around us and I opened a common channel to let everybody know the plan. Jackson seemed ready for pitched battle and the people she led were enthusiastic as well.

Despite what Louise had said about the work they did outside of combat, many of these people were also soldiers in a fight they truly believed in. They wanted to win a victory for their ideals whether it was against the Consortium, mercenaries, pirates or, as it was now, against an enemy of old.

“You should say something,” Louise told me, and Lara nodded.

I felt as though it should be Louise who was addressing her people, but I had come to understand that after saving them, they were my people. Shep had abandoned them and betrayed them to the enemy, and now they looked to me to lead them. I wasn’t practiced in giving speeches, but I could certainly talk when put to it, so I opened the comm channels and began to address all the nearby ships.
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“People of peace,” I began, deciding against calling them “Peacers” since I wasn’t entirely sure what they were anymore, “you have come to this place to help people in need. Those who needed help the most and were abandoned by their government will now be rescued by you. You will be a beacon of light in an undeniably dark time. You will help those who can’t help themselves but you will also prove the existence of an ancient threat.

“Your former leader showed that the enemy is everywhere, infiltrating minds on both sides and taking advantage of the fact that we were so certain of our victory. Now, we will face this growing threat head-on in order to claim the first victory in this new Old War.

“We may not all make it out of this conflict, but we will set the stage for something so much greater. Today, we risk our very lives so that we may save the lives of the universe that doesn’t even know it needs rescuing.

“Our enemies will be strong and frightening, but they are also ghosts. No longer the people who once inhabited their bodies, they are now minds corrupted and overtaken by the Enemy AI.

“We will defeat them here and then we will defeat them wherever else they choose to fight,” I said and slammed my fist against the Buzzard’s console, hearing a few claps and cheers. Then a piece of the panel at my feet fell and rattled to the floor.

Ned muted the channel. “That was pretty good,” he said. “Obviously, it wasn’t as good as the speeches William West would make but you conveyed the point and got people ready to fight on our behalf.”

“I’ll take ‘pretty good’,” I said, and I meant it. Having no experience with this kind of thing, I was happy just to have not messed it up.

“Let’s go get my niece,” Louise said, her justified impatience clear in her tone.

That must’ve sent the signal because the Peacer ships began to move, thrusting forward toward the planet, and a moment later, we followed suit. The Buzzard rocketed toward the green sphere but stayed well back of the attack ships.

“I told Jackson that I’ll drop you during the second wave,” Ned said. “They’ll attack once from the sky and draw the attention of the defenders inside the base. They’ll circle around and make another attack and at that point, I’ll drop you on the opposite side and hopefully will be able to sneak in. If not, make your way around and flank the enemy before joining with Alek and Jackson and pushing in.”

Listening to Ned speak was a reminder of his prowess. Designed by tactical minds to have a tactical mind, he was exactly the kind of person you wanted planning operations. I was happy to lead the way and inspire people but even more happy that I had this group of people by my side.

Looking over to Lara, I realized there was nobody in the universe I would want sitting there more than her. As smart as she was deadly, the woman I had grown up alongside was the perfect ally in all things.

“Beginning initial descent,” Ned said, and the Buzzard tilted down in the direction of the planet behind the other ships.

We usually had enemies coming to us, chasing or assaulting us, and it was strange to be bringing the fight to someone else like this. And of course, I preferred it. Finally having truly turned the tables on the enemy was exactly what we needed.

The attack ships broke off, Alek and the Peacers heading down toward the planet as we continued to circle around. I turned my eyes to the screen and watched and waited until I saw the dots appearing in the distance.

They grew larger and larger until the small screen lit up with the bright flashes of the micro missile barrage. Trucks and tanks and ships erupted in explosions as the rockets tore into them.

But before our ships had even finished their run, anti-aircraft guns unfurled from the side of the tower and lit up the sky. The large, tri-barreled weapons sent energy beams slicing through the air. Their computer targeting systems were faster and more capable than the human pilots and nearly every ship had their shields put to the test in an instant.

They all broke and scattered, then flew far away and out of the range of the beams where they would diffuse into the air. The chatter on the comms was relentless and frantic and all these folks who had been ready to fight a moment earlier were now equal parts scared and determined.

“Position for second run and be ready to jump,” Jackson ordered her people, and the Buzzard shifted again, beginning its own descent toward the planet’s surface.

On the feed from the drone, I watched as more cyborg soldiers came rushing from the building, activating drop shields and building a defensive line against the attack that they seemed to have predicted.

This would only make things worse for us and I worried that they would also know that we were trying to assault them from the other side as well. But I had to put that out of my head.

The Buzzard rattled and shook, passing through the atmosphere and down toward the surface before evening out and gliding over the trees. Soon, the bright lights of battle flashed in the distance when Jackson led another assault.

Beams speared out from the tower, splitting the air and erupting against shields while streaks of yellow micro missile volleys erupted against the tower and the ground below. On the screen, I could see Peacers jumping from the ships and using propulsion packs pilfered from Consortium soldiers to land on the ground and open fire on the waiting Cultists.

We had a few of those packs in the back of the Buzzard, and seeing them reminded me that it was time to ready ourselves. I stood and began making my way toward the back of the ship, down to the cargo hold, and then over to where the packs were hanging. Louise and Lara were right behind me, and the older woman began to ready herself.

I looked at Lara, raising a questioning eyebrow. “My stealth suit also has a landing chute built-in,” she said, answering my silent question. “I know you just got new armor but mine are top-of-the-line too.”

I nodded and clipped the strap across my chest. I slightly adjusted the front and rear thrusters. Louise came over and double checked my rigging and harness while Lara did the same to her.

“Making our approach,” Ned said and the three of us moved toward the ramp, gripping metal handholds. The lights in the cargo hold began to flash and the ramp began to drop, the entire space immediately filled with the whipping wind.

I was almost thrown out the back when the Buzzard banked hard. Through the opening rear of the ship, I could see the beam that would have hit us, but it dissipated harmlessly into space.

The ship tilted wildly again, Ned keeping us out of the way of the expertly shot beams. As warfare had been human against human for most of our history, so now was it machine against machine. One intelligence created by man against another, both using deep learning and lateral programming in an attempt to outwit the other.

When Ned threw us back the other way to avoid one more blast as we got closer, I was thrown up, and I held onto the soldered-on rebar for dear life. The metal groaned against my weight, and my feet kicked until they slammed down against the ground.

“Prepare to jump in three, two,” Ned began, and my mind raced into action.

“One.”

I let go and was all but sucked out the back of the ship.

Lara spread her arms and legs and began gliding toward the tower like a flying squirrel. Louise had been thrown out the back, and as I evened my body out, I watched her struggle, slamming her hand against the front of her propulsion pack.

It wasn’t working, and I saw the mounting terror on her face as we hurtled toward the surface of the planet. Ned had turned the Buzzard and drawn fire away from us and Lara had already nearly reached the surface.

It was up to me.

Activating my own pack and pointing my body toward Louise, I split the sky, roaring forward and then slowing myself beside her. In my approach, the lifelong rebel looked at me with terror in her eyes. She didn’t want to die. Not now and not like this.

I wasn’t going to let her.

The wind whipped at our bodies and movement was difficult as we plummeted toward the planet surface but I was determined to figure this out. A flashing red indicator light on her pack emitted in a pattern. Three flashes, a pause and then a fourth flash.

Lutch’s voice echoed in my head. “When you’re making repairs, look to the indicator lights first,” he had said, draping his massive arm over my shoulder and leaving me distracted by the odor coming off his body. “Due to the delicate nature of machinery and the high risk of space travel, the companies install many parts and pieces with these little lights that will flash in a particular order to give you a sense of what’s wrong. It’s a universal language so once you learn it, you’ll be able to diagnose many, many problems.”

The pattern of the pack indicated that it wasn’t properly receiving its electrical feed, and I kicked myself for not checking this when I confirmed that she was strapped in. Though I didn’t need it, it was further proof that Ned had a point about planning.

Making my way around to the back of the pack as quickly as I could, I pressed the control panel, releasing the lock and allowing it to open. When I did, I saw that one of the plastic clips that held the electric feed in place had come loose.

As the ground was rushing up to meet us, I jammed it in and saw the light on the pack turn green. But the moment I moved my hand, it fell back out. The tiny piece of plastic on the side of the clip that held it in place was broken.

And time is running out.

Quicker than I had ever moved in my life, I reached around to my side and grabbed my roll of scrapper’s tape. I tore off a piece with my teeth, then simply let it go to fall in the air beside me and taped the clip into place, smoothing just enough of it to hold it down.

The light flickered green again, and I slammed the little door shut, then moved around to the front of Louise and gave her a thumbs-up. Both of us activated our packs at once, slowing our descent just before we slammed against the ground. After landing just inside the wall, we placed ourselves behind some boxes stacked on several pallets.

The moment her feet touched the ground, Louise ran over to me and extended a hand. I shook it and she smiled gratefully at me. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” I said, my heart still thundering in my chest. I was trying to play it cool, but jumping out of the back of starships to perform a midair rescue and then landing on an enemy base was not really in my wheelhouse.

“I guess it’s a good thing you used to be a scrapper,” she said, and I was happy that it was in my wheelhouse.

The sound of gunfire and shouting could be heard from the other side of the building and the massive weapons sticking out from the side of the building continued to try and shoot down the oncoming ships.

From nowhere, Lara’s voice pierced the air. “Come on,” she said and when she spoke, I could pinpoint the vague shimmer of her suit. “There’s an unguarded door there.”

If she was pointing in the direction of the door, we couldn’t see the gesture, but we could see light shining from a gap in the base of the building. Louise pulled out an energy weapon with shaking hands, and I did the same, leaving my stomper at my side.

The weapons we chose made far less sound than even the dull thud of a silenced bullet discharge. Quietly and low, we crossed the open plaza and hurried into the door, looking back and forth to see which direction Lara had gone.

Within was a complex series of tunnels that looked more like something ants would construct, passageways seemed to lead in every direction and the walls were obviously built of salvage. But the machines who had made them did an excellent job fitting everything together perfectly.

As I was admiring the machine efficiency, a voice called out from down one of the hallways. And it wasn’t Lara.
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“Hey!”

From down the dark hall, I saw the man. Though I wasn’t entirely sure “man” was the right word. He had a bearded face, but the rest of him looked like layered metal. As though somebody had pounded small steel leaves all over his already muscular frame.

He carried no ranged weapon, but it appeared that he didn’t need any. He tilted his body to rush at us as Louise and I raised our weapons. But before we could fire or he could charge, a blue blur sliced the air just in front of the man and then disappeared.

His eyes went wide and then his body and head fell to the ground. His torso slammed against the metallic floor and his head plunked down beside it rolling to stop at his nose.

“We have to keep moving,” Lara instructed, but we already were.

The problem was that we had no idea where we were going, and the tunnels all creeped in so many directions. In buildings constructed by the Consortium, many rooms were fronted with glass, and all were labeled so people wandering around could easily get their bearings.

This machine design was different. There were no labels because, presumably, anybody who worked within would’ve had the design uploaded to their computer enhanced mind and know exactly where they were going at any moment. We, on the other hand, were like chickens with our heads cut off though the irony of that (given what had just happened) was entirely lost on me at the time.

Ned seemed to read my thoughts and inform us, “I’m trying to intrude into the system, but Twain’s people are good, and they’re blocking me at every turn. Even just hacking enough to get a map is proving damn near impossible.”

“We can’t keep wandering around like this,” I said hurriedly, taking another turn and finding another series of interconnected paths.

To my human mind, it felt that this wasn’t the best design for the building but that was because I didn’t know where I was going. If I did, all of these crisscrossing hallways meant that there would be no direct route from wherever I was to wherever I was going.

“Every second we’re looking, Imogen and the people out front creating a diversion are at great risk,” Louise said as though I needed reminding.

“How are things going out front?” I asked Ned.

“Seems like they sent almost everything they had against us there,” he informed me. “There are several of the Cultist soldiers and while we outnumber them, they have almost all of our people pinned. The ships had to back off or would have been blasted out of the sky. There is nothing the pilots can do against the precision targeting of the Cult machines.”

“We need to get Bard into one of those ships next time,” I said, hoping we would all live long enough for there to be a next time.

Just as that thought was crossing my mind, another metal defender stepped out and into our path. Since she was all but invisible, I had no idea where Lara was and couldn’t rely on her to save the day every time.

Once again, the two of us raised our weapons but this time we opened fire. Bright purple crossed the distance between us and the Cultist who threw his metallic arms up to shield his face. The beam punched through pieces of his armored body, but it wasn’t enough to stop him from charging us.

The ground shook and the hallway thundered as the cyborg bull rushed toward us. We had not been nearly as stealthy as we had hoped, and now, having Alec by our side would have been highly advantageous.

But since he wasn’t, we would have to make do. And, at the very least, they hadn’t sounded an alarm within the facility and drawn all the defenders back inside.

Louise bounced backward, jumping out of the way before the man was on us. Meanwhile, I planted my feet and threw up my hands in a defensive stance, hoping to use his own weight against him the way Lara had trained me during our melee combat sessions.

I think of myself as a relatively smart man who can perform admirably under pressure but that doesn’t mean I always take everything into account and, in this moment, I failed to quite realize that this upgraded machine-man would not be so easily thrown to the ground.

Also, since I had my weapon in one hand, I would be trying it all with just my left.

Suffice to say, I took a shoulder to the chest that sent me flying like a Bussel Brew at the TV when our team would allow a point against us in the playoffs.

Thankfully, my new armor absorbed much of the blow, distributing it and not letting all my ribs break or collapse in on my lungs. Rather, it just hurt and sent me flying. Louise took the opportunity of his slowed momentum to hit him with a few more shots: two to the chest and one to the arm that he once again threw up to keep his organic material protected.

The beam scorched the holes in his exterior, exposing wiring and machinery within, but it didn’t seem to slow him down. I sputtered and coughed, raising the energy weapon in front of the attacker, but he sprang down the hallway toward Louise.

She shouted in surprise and discharged her weapon three more times, obviously being conscious about trying to keep it from overheating. As he disappeared to where she was, the flashing purple light continued to illuminate the hall as I forced myself to my feet, wondering where Lara had gotten off to.

The pain didn’t keep me from hurrying around the corner to find Louise jumping and dodging out of the way of a flurry of attacks. Every time he would swing too much, and she would avoid the blow.

As the older woman jumped backward, he managed to get her wrist and pull her forward as he raised his arm to cave in her skull.

I pulled the trigger of my energy weapon and sent the purple line directly into the back of his head, boring a hole and cauterizing his brain. All activity stopped, and he froze in place and slammed to the ground, taking Louise’s wrist with him. She screamed, and I heard the bone crack in her shoulder as she was dragged down too.

I rushed to her aid and began prying at the middle fingers, but it was like trying to pull apart a vice grip.

“This hurts terribly,” Louise grunted. “I’m pretty sure it’s broken.”

“Me too,” I said, not interested in bullshitting her. I kept trying to pry his fingers apart, but there was nothing that I could do, and then it occurred to me. I reached down and pulled Ron from his little sheath, then pressed against the fingers.

Louise’s eyes went wide with nervous understanding. The moment I activated the weapon, the eternal flame began to grow, and the metal smoldered. Soon, his fingers fell away, and Louise pulled her arm to her chest. After a moment, she shifted her grip and popped the shoulder back into place, the sound causing me to wince.

“Not your first time?”

“I’ve been fighting the good fight since you were in diapers,” she answered with a pained smile, grabbing the hand I offered and letting me help her to her feet. She opened her mouth to speak again but before she could, a whispered voice cut through the air behind us.

“This way,” Lara said. “I think I found the medical facility.”

She pulled her ceremonial weapon from the sheath, allowing it to act as a beacon that guided us forward. We followed quickly, not wanting to waste another moment. At a dead sprint, we turned, running as fast as we could after the blue streak in the low light.

“Just a little further,” Lara informed us but as we rounded a corner, the blue blade stopped moving and I crashed into her invisible back. Louise then slammed against mine.

“Hey, Larry, Curly and Moe, what the hell are you do—” Ned began but fell silent when I tilted my head up, pointing the camera at the person blocking the hallway.

“No,” Louise wimpered as all of us gazed at the defender.

She couldn’t have been older than twelve, with two metallic arms and legs that split into robotic mandibles at the knee. She had a deadly serious look on her face, and the tips of her legs tapped against the floor.

At first, none of us moved.

Then I holstered my energy weapon and swapped it out for a small tranquilizer dart gun that I had added to my toolbelt for when we needed to bring a bounty in alive.

“Don’t kill her,” I ordered. “We can bring her back and Edwin can try to deprogram her.”

She moved to attack with lightning speed, skittering forward and trying to jab with her left arm. When she did, Lara swung up and bisected the metal, sending the fist falling to the metal floor as I tried to get a clean shot.

Louise backed up, keeping her rifle shouldered just in case but obviously preferring not to have to use it.

The loss of part of her arm didn’t slow the oncoming flurry of attacks, the metal pincers swiping at Lara who jumped out of the way but was still between me and the girl. She got close and into the light, a flash of memory hit me when I saw her face. She had been in the file.

Seeing her face as it was now, altered with machinery and remembering the grainy picture I’d seen on the computer monitor, my heart broke, and I solidified my resolve. Squaring up the shot, I held the tranquilizer gun at the ready and followed the girl as she moved, swiping at Lara who was doing her level best to avoid getting hit.

I knew my friend well enough to know that she could easily defeat the girl, but she would rather try to figure out a way to return her to her parents alive.

Staring down the barrel of the gun, I swayed this way and that, following the girl’s movement before seeing if I could predict her next action. There was only one dart in the weapon, and I knew that if I missed, it would be up to Lara to try to tranquilize her. But she would have to get close to administer them.

That would be no easy task so I continued to move my weapon and guess where she would be next. Lara shifted left and bounded out of the way of another jab.

I pulled the trigger, hoping that the girl would shift back, but instead she wheeled to get her body to get into a better position to hit again. I was sure the dart was going to miss, but she flicked her head just in time and the needle plunged into her neck. Normally, the tranquilizer would take a long time, but with her tiny body and the sedative entering her bloodstream from her jugular, she slumped and dumped immediately, and Lara moved in to catch her.

My old friend laid the girl on the ground and then looked up at me. “One hell of a shot.”

I nodded and reloaded the tranquilizer gun with one more of my two remaining darts and holstered it once again.

“Which way?” Louise asked, sounding almost frantic, her eyes darting from the girl to Lara to the path beyond.

Without another word, Lara stood back up and began guiding us again, her stealth suit readjusting with the slower movements and causing her to all but disappear once more. We followed the blade forward, and I prayed that we wouldn’t have to take on any more of these kidnapped children soldiers.

After a few moments, we came to a door and a lower blade gestured in that direction before it disappeared into her sheath.

Pulling out my energy weapon, I turned to Louise and whispered, “What’s the plan?”

She didn’t answer and blew by me, walked straight for the door, and swung it open, raising her rifle to her shoulder as she entered.
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I rushed in behind Louise with my own weapon raised and felt as Lara brushed past me as we all entered the brightly lit medical office. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the white fluorescence but when they did, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

At the far side of the circular room were rows of cages with more of the whimpering children that I recognized from the files. Some had had surgeries performed on them already, and others were just sitting in their holding cells looking terrified. Long tubes with medical devices affixed to the ends hung all around the ceiling from a hub at the room’s center. Standing just beneath it in front of the chrome operating table was a man in red scrubs holding a scalpel to Imogen’s neck.

“Not another step,” he hissed. His voice came out from a small speaker that had replaced his mouth and chin. “Put down your weapons and step into the cell.”

He gestured with his head toward an open cage door next to where the children were being held.

“Why don’t you make this easier for yourself and just drop the scalpel,” I said. “We’ve got you outnumbered two to one and outside, our friends are blasting yours to smithereens.”

“I disagree with your characterization,” he said and gestured once again with his head but this time in the direction of a large computer monitor mounted to the wall just to the left of the door.

I wasn’t dumb enough to turn my head and open myself up to a sneak attack, but I let my eyes flash up to the screen. The feed was from a camera mounted on the outside of the building, and I could see gunfire spraying back and forth, bodies on the ground and Alek exchanging blows with one of the Cultists.

“Perhaps you see now that it would be advisable for you to get into the cage,” the odd, buzzing voice of the doctor said. “Please.” The word came out in an unnerving whisper.

“We’re not getting into your cage, ever,” Louise said, staring at her niece. “Are you okay?”

“I’ve been better,” she said, her voice groggy. “But I found what we’ve been looking for.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Keeping my weapon trained on the doctor’s head, I clarified, “You know where it is?”

“I do,” she said, an excited lilt in her tone.

“Silence!” the doctor demanded, making a show of pressing the scalpel ever so slightly against the skin of her neck and causing some blood to seep out.

“Hey, Doctor Frankenstein, you’re not in any position to make demands,” I said, taking one step to my left just before Louise took one to her right.

“Your threat is a fallacy,” he assessed. “Take one more step, and I will end the life of this small creature.”

“Move that scalpel again, and it will be the last thing you ever do,” Louise snarled. I knew her patience was running thin, and she was undoubtedly seeing red from the pain coursing through her body. Even as she held her rifle with her right hand, the forestock had to rest against her forearms, and she could no longer work her hand.

“Maybe we can come to some kind of understanding,” I suggested. “This doesn’t have to end in any unnecessary bloodshed.”

“Agreed.” The doctor nodded once. “Get in the cage and allow me to continue my work and we will have no further conflict.”

“Try again,” I said but my words were drowned out by Louise.

“We’re not going to allow you to experiment on us the way you experimented on those children!”

“That statement is incorrect,” the doctor said without any change in his intonation. “My work is not experimentation.”

We had kept him talking long enough, and I saw the air shimmer behind him. The blue blade appeared out of nothingness and swung toward his head, but before he could make contact, one of the tubular arms from the ceiling swung down and blocked the blow all on its own. It was short and a vibrant green, and when they met, sparks rained onto the floor.

At the same moment, more of the tubes swung down and began slicing at Louise and me. The old woman jumped out of the way, and I sidestepped one of the tubes that was coming at me with a massive syringe.

Landing just clear, I raised the gun again, but when I did, another of the tubes sliced my hand with the back of a bone saw. I pulled my hand away bleeding but at least it wasn’t the serrated side, or I wouldn’t have even been left with half a hand.

Imogen was now more awake and saw her opening. She reached up and grabbed his arm and wrist with both her hands. She pinned the knife against her chest and began to pull downward until her elbow was low enough to swing back and hit him in the groin.

The sound that emanated from his noise box felt as though it was going to burst my eardrums from the piercing shriek. But I didn’t have time to react since the bone saw was swinging back down to me a second time.

I leaned so far backward that I nearly fell to the ground, the blade passing just in front of my face. I reached down, grabbed the spear and activated both the telescoping shaft and the blade at the same time.

A moment later, I was standing with the weapon in hand and sliced through the tube as one came for me again. Lara was going blow for blow with the other blade, and Imogen was pinned to the ground by a series of scalpels protruding from the tip of another one of the tubes. Louise was trying to line up a shot while staying clear of all the attacking machinery, and the doctor staggered to his feet.

He pulled out a weapon that I didn’t recognize from his scrubs. But it was in the general shape of a handgun. He leveled it at Lara.

I wanted to throw my spear, but the syringe came swinging down at me, and I had to use it to block my neck.

Cleverly, Imogen grabbed hold of the tube that was attacking her in the way a snake handler might protect themselves from a bite and reached up with her other hand, then used all her strength to hoist herself up and throw herself toward the back of the doctor.

She slammed into his back, and the weapon discharged, sending a massive energy pulse up into the ceiling, tearing a huge hole in the salvaged metal as the two clattered to the ground. The tubes must have been synced to the man’s mind because they all swung wildly for a moment.

Lara realized what had just happened and took the opportunity to strike out at the doctor on the ground, but before she could clear the distance, the tube slashed back down, and she was forced to stop and block the attack.

Louise was making her way toward the doctor and Imogen, taking potshots at the swinging metallic appendages as they attacked.

The doctor was staggering to his feet, and I ran toward him, jumping over the table while swinging the spear above me to keep the tubes at bay. I landed on the other side beside Lara, but as soon as I did, the green glowing weapon that had been focused on Lara made its way to me as well.

The two of us worked in tandem, making our way toward the doctor. He was backing away, obviously using some of his strength to focus on the attacking devices. Imogen pushed herself to her knees, then Louise came up behind her and pulled her to her feet. When the two women locked eyes, they hugged for just a moment.

The doctor raised his gun.

Lara and I battled forward as best we could, the tube striking my blade and then hers with a proficiency only the greatest human swordsman could hope to achieve.

The pulse weapon was pointed directly at Imogen’s spine and Louise’s eyes opened just in time. There was no decision, no moment of thought or clarity. It was pure familial instinct that overtook the woman.

Gripping her niece even tighter, she spun in the split second before the doctor pulled the trigger.

The pulse ripped through the room and blasted against Louise’s back shredding through armor, skin, muscle and bone.

The children in the cages shrieked as they watched the crimson spray. Imogen was knocked back to the floor with her aunt still hugging her tight.

Lara, whose life had been saved by Imogen only a moment earlier, roared in a rage and battled forward, swinging her blade again and again and again to hold the attention of the tube. As she did, I remembered her teachings and planted my back foot to strike out with the spear.

As the tip blade sparked against Lara’s again and again, I plunged forward and pierced the shaft, then yanked it toward me and sheared through metal and wires. The doctor pointed the pulse weapon at us and pulled the trigger, but a light on the side flashed.

“Used it too many times in a row, Doc,” I said, beginning to stalk forward. “Weapons like that need a long time to recharge.”

Despite my words, he pointed it at my chest and clicked again, causing the light to flash a few more times. He continued to back away from us, the remaining tubes swinging in our direction, but we were too far.

I held the spear up and pointed the tip directly at his black heart as I inched forward.

After having watched him kill Louise right in front of Imogen, I was more than happy to plunge the spear into his body.

But I didn’t get the chance.

As soon as he was within grabbing distance little robotic arms, hooks and end affixers that were still healing at their fusion points reached out and grabbed at him.

He turned and screamed a horrible, unnatural sound from the speaker box in his face.

The metal pieces tugged and pulled him back, tearing at his clothes and then his skin. He continued to wail and shriek as they ripped wires out of his skin and pulled augments off of the natural flesh. Blood seeped into the crimson scrubs as more and more pieces of him fell away.

Lara went over and flicked her sword once more to ensure that it was done, and I rushed over to Imogen, who was still trapped under her aunt in a final embrace. Her eyes were vacant, staring at the ceiling. She had lost one of the only people in this world who was there for her. Who had the opportunity to be there for Imogen one more time, as she had hoped.

I pulled Louise off of the young woman whose gaze was still completely empty.

As I reached out a hand to help her to her feet, the building shook violently, the sound of an explosion from above ripping through our ears.
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“It… it happened again,” Imogen murmured, her face splattered with her aunt’s blood.

I helped her to her feet. “No,” I said, locking eyes. “Louise told me she wanted nothing more than to be here for you now, and she was. You found Extinction, and we can help these kids. Bad people won’t prevail today.”

Her eyes fluttered and then turned to meet mine.

“Don’t be so sure,” Ned warned, and I turned to look at the screen in the corner.

My heart sank when I saw the action unfolding in the yard. In addition to the Cultists and my friends, there were now other ships passing overhead, blasting the facility and the people in the yard.

The Mortal Coil swooped in toward the camera, a flash of light preceding the feed going dead. The Inquisition had arrived.

“Shit!” I said, but when I turned back to Imogen, the fire in her eyes had returned.

“We have to get these kids out of here,” she said and rushed to Lara’s side, telling her to back away. The redhead moved along the wall and flipped a series of operators that looked like little more than white light switches. But one by one, the cage doors opened, and the kids began to rush out and gather around the former Inquisitorial Acolyte.

“Your parents sent us. We will get you to safety,” she assured them, her voice hard and determined, sounding just like her aunt had a moment earlier. After picking up and sheathing my spear, I couldn’t help but steal one more glance at Louise. She had a hint of a smile frozen on her face.

In that moment, I decided that, if possible, I would see her buried according to her wishes, so I ran over, picked up the bloody mess of her body, and slung it over my shoulder.

I wanted to apologize to her, to tell her that we would take care of Imogen now, but there was nothing to be done in the heat of the moment.

“Follow me!” Lara said, completely deactivating her stealth suit.

The children looked terrified and many of those who had been augmented seemed lost and dazed. I wanted to go over to them and ensure that they hadn’t been psychically poisoned yet, but I was carrying a body, and it seemed wise not to traumatize them any further. Plus, it was safe to assume that if their minds had been altered already, they would have been sent to attack us.

The tower rumbled again, the Inquisitorial ships continuing their bombardment. I didn’t know how many attackers there were, but it seemed to be enough to take this building down.

“Move, move, move!” Lara ordered, moving out in front of the blob of terrified kids and ushering them out the door where she stopped and scooped up the one who had attacked us. Imogen stayed at the back, holding the hand of the youngest one and helping the kids move forward.

I stayed in the middle, giving the kids a little bit of space and hoping that they wouldn’t notice me too much except when I helped them stay together.

The lights flickered and the structure groaned under its own weight as it was hit with another shelling. I had no idea how much more damage it could take and found myself hoping that this ingenious design of a computer could hold together.

We all kept running, hurrying through the labyrinthine tunnels in a direction that I trusted was actually toward the exit. The children whimpered and whined but I was really impressed with their resolve. For the most part, they stayed in a group and rushed along with us. Every now and again, I would glance down and see those few who had been altered against their will. Their lives would never be the same after what had happened, and they would never be safe anywhere in the universe unless we convinced the Consortium to change.

If we couldn’t, if Vince didn’t hold up his end of the bargain, or if we weren’t able to find Extinction, these children would be hunted down and killed by the Inquisition for no reason other than that they were at the wrong place at the wrong time.

They could be killed for being victims.

It solidified the importance of everything we were doing. It was a stark reminder of what was at stake and what might happen if we didn’t change things. But it also spoke to Twain’s potential threat. By augmenting these children, even if he didn’t corrupt their minds, he made them enemies of the Consortium forever.

There would be no place safe for them except on his side or with the Peacers if they could find them. As Louise had said, there was a lot more to be fixed in this universe than could be with battles.

Though some things did need to be fixed with weapons.

As we rounded another corner, one more of what I had come to think of as the facility security blocked our path. Their body looked to have been made more recently, the metal glinting in the dim light of the snaking tunnel.

Lara pulled out her sword but this time, before she could even dash forward, I unholstered my energy weapon and pointed it at the head of the Cultist.

The memory of Louise’s final moment flashed in my mind, and I pulled the trigger again and again until the battery overheated and the trigger clicked quietly. The beams that tore through the hall split the attacker, puncturing holes in his head and chest and dropping him to the ground instantly.

“Nice work, Indy,” Ned said in my ear, and I had almost forgotten that he was there.

“How are things going outside?” I demanded.

He answered immediately. “Twenty-nine of the forty-eight Peacers deployed are dead or injured, Alek and the main fighting force have been pushed back. Inquisition attack ships have destroyed most of the aerial defense arrays and continue to shell our men on the ground as well as the Cultists.”

“So, things are going great,” I said, and in the distance, I saw the faint light of the outside world.

“I can’t tell definitively from all the huffing and puffing, but I’m going to assume that comment was meant sarcastically,” Ned said.

“It was,” I assured him. “Be ready to bring the Buzzard around and get us the hell out of here.”

“Affirmative.”

When he finished speaking, I noticed some eyes looking up at me out of peripheral, and I gazed down to see several of the children staring up at me.

“I’m just getting it right out here,” I told them, sidestepping as far as I could as though it would somehow hide the body slung over my shoulder.

One of the kids, obviously not fully appreciating the moment we were in, smiled up at me. “You said a swear.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I did.”

Even with everything going on, the children hadn’t completely lost themselves and were still just kids. Once they were reunited with their parents, they would hopefully be able to put this entire ordeal behind them. Or, as behind them as possible, anyway.

Seeing the light encouraged us all to move faster and even the children picked up the pace, rushing forward. But as the opening got bigger, I realized Lara had made a mistake. Rather than leading us toward the side we had come from, she had guided us in the direction of the battle.

“Stop!” I shouted but my words were muffled by another rocking explosion that caused the kids to shriek in panic. Behind us, parts of the tunnel began to cave in and I realized there was no going back.

With Louise on one shoulder, I raised my weapon in my other hand and surged forward toward the front of the line.

Lara and I were the first out the door, faced with the backs of several Cultists exchanging gunfire with our friends. Bodies littered the space, and the flaming ruins of vehicles were all around us. Smoke filled the sky, and through it could be seen the Inquisitorial ships streaking around and blasting the tower.

It was chaos, and the moment one of the children squeaked at the sight of it, the Cultists turned to face us. We were without cover, but so were they, and Lara darted forward, swinging her blade through and slicing one of the Cultists hip to shoulder. I opened fire on the remaining five, taking wild shots but trying to force them back.

The weapon overheated quickly, and I dropped it, then swung my hand around to pull out my stomper. The Cultists were taken by surprise, and most reacted by leaping back over their dropshields. When they did, the Peacers pushed forward, leaning out from behind whatever cover they had found, and opened fire.

Two more of the Cultists were felled, and another two returned fire, keeping my allies back where they were. The remaining one popped out from behind his shield and opened fire on me. My new armor did its job and took most of the hits that would likely have killed me, while Louise’s body absorbed a few others, but one passed through a gap, and I saw white for a moment as the bullet entered my shoulder. It nearly caused me to drop the body, but I was resolved.

I blasted him with my stomper, bullets slamming against the back of the dropshield but at the very least keeping him pinned. While I didn’t want to get shot again, I would have preferred that to the innocent children taking a bullet.

Focused on that as I was, I nearly missed the thundering sound of an Inquisition starship screaming down at us. Micro Missiles were small when talking about starships, but they caused sizable explosions when you were on the ground beside their detonations.

Asphalt ripped through the air, and flames licked all around us. Instinctively, I turned and used my body to shield as many of the kids as I could from the debris raining down.

I heard a shout from the far side of the plaza, though I couldn’t see through the smoke, and the Cultists turned just in time to see a massive form appear through the wafting gray. Alec charged in, slammed his body against one of the Cultists, and smashed him between ceremonial armor and a dropshield.

“Bringing the Buzzard around,” Ned informed me, and I saw the ship pass overhead, chasing down one of the Inquisition Phoenixes.

The suppressing fire from the Peacers had stopped when the courtyard was divided by the micro missile barrage and now the Cultists were raising their weapons at us again. Alec pulled the rifle off one of them, but they didn’t let go so he threw both through the smoke in the direction of our allies. Gunfire followed immediately.

Another lashed out at him with a retractable whip arm, wrapping around his hand and pulling it forward but Lara was on him quickly, striking out with the sword and slicing through the arm. She then leapt forward, burying the sword in the Cultist’s chest.

The final Cultist raised an assault rifle in the direction of Alec and Lara, and I pointed my stomper directly at her head. When I pulled the trigger, I expected to send her flying back, but the bullet slammed against a metal cranium under a brown wig. She answered with a volley of her own, opening fire in Lara’s direction, but Alek moved his massive form in front, allowing his armor to take the hits.

A few made it through though.

Before I could react again, the Cultist was devastated by a pulse. She was thrown to the side, muscle and machinery spraying.

I turned to see Imogen drop the gun that the doctor had used to kill her aunt, her face a blank canvass. Whatever was happening in her mind, it wasn’t reflected in her expression.

“Come on,” I shouted to the kids, waving my arms for them to start following us through the clearing smoke. The ground was ripped apart and we had to help them around and through craters. Lara and Alek jumped across the holes while Imogen and I stayed on the near side, holding hands or simply lifting the little ones over.

It was slow going and I kept looking up for the Inquisition ship’s return or down to the cracking facility.

Credit where credit is due, the kids were brave and worked with us as we ushered them across and toward the remaining Peacers. Seeing the bodies of many dead Cultists, several of whom had obviously been smashed by Alek, I understood how tired he must be. Even as he lifted the kids, I could hear the ragged, exhausted snorts.

He turned and reached out to me, and it took me a moment to realize that he was suggesting that he would take the body. Slowly, I lowered what was left of the woman and handed her across.

Alek disappeared in the direction of the ship, with many of the children trailing behind, while Lara stayed behind to help those who remained. There were only a very few and the small one who had been holding Imogen’s hand was clutching her leg for dear life.

“You have to go,” she said quietly in a calm, assuring voice.

“I’m scared,” the kid said, eyes wide and wet.

Imogen knelt. “I know but it’s not safe here, and we need to get you back to your mommy and daddy.”

Imogen looked up at me, her eyes saying that I should join her so, quickly, I knelt too.

“I’ll help you across,” I offered, holding out my hand, and the kid took it. The remaining smoke was blowing all around as the Buzzard came in for a landing, the ramp already down. Alek helped the children begin to get on board while the Peacers aided one another.

I picked up the child and handed them across to Lara, but as soon as I did, I heard a voice like a thunderclap from beside the base of the tower.

“Acolyte Hush!” Inquisitor John Gregory boomed as he stepped down from the Mortal Coil. He had a new young woman standing behind him in nearly identical armor to what Imogen had been forced to wear. “See what devastation you have wrought!”

I watched Imogen stare at him for just a moment. Her eyes narrowed and her face flushed.

I knew what she was about to do before she even did it and said, “No!” but it was too late. With the child in my arms, I couldn’t stop her from grabbing the spear from my side. She activated it immediately and rushed toward the man that represented everything evil in the universe to her.

She was clearing the distance between them quickly, and I turned back to Lara, who grabbed the child and then shouted, “Go!”

I began running after Imogen, but after three paces I heard the wail of an oncoming Phoenix. I turned just in time to see the micro missiles streaking down toward me, and I had to throw myself back to avoid the line of incoming fire. All around me, the earth shook and erupted.

Flaming asphalt poured down on me, a huge chunk crashing against my back and throwing me all the way to the ground. Smoke and fire consumed my world and my body ached, but I had to get up. I had to help Imogen.

Forcing myself to my feet, I jumped through the wall of acrid smoke just in time to see John Gregory carrying the limp body of Imogen Hush onto his ship.

For acting without thinking, she had paid the price.

“Get back here,” Ned demanded. “The Inquisition ships are turning on us and we have to go.”

I had to decide what to do next. I was hurt and weak, but I could help. But just as I was about to start running, four inquisitors came rushing out from inside the facility. The moment they saw me, weapons were raised, and muzzle flash filled the Plaza. I turned and jumped through the smoke, another bullet passing through my leg as I did so and hobbling me.

But I wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop.

Leaping haphazardly over the second row of craters, I nearly tripped and fell when my wounded leg hit the ground.

The Buzzard lifted off the ground and began thrusting backward, clearing the distance between us and it was all I could do to jump up and land on the ramp, my chest slamming against the metal just as it began to close. Lara and Alek dragged me into the cargo bay full of traumatized children and wounded Peacers.

“We have to go after them,” I said to anybody who would listen as the ramp sealed close behind me. “He got Imogen.”

“What?” Alek demanded.

The Buzzard lurched as it ascended quickly into the sky. We vibrated and rattled when I heard the telltale crackle of our shields being shot.

“We’ll go after her later,” Ned informed me. “For now, I have to get these people out of here.”

I didn’t know if I could override his programming, but as I lay there and stared up at the faces of the kids cowering together, dust sprinkling down from them with every quaking shake of incoming fire, I knew that I shouldn’t.

We could save these children, but we had lost Louise.

Ron was gone.

Imogen had been taken.

And the location of Codename: Extinction was gone with her.

I lay my head on the ramp. “Shit.”


EPILOGUE
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Vince Delfina leaned back in the chair and pulled the cigar and ornate cutter off of the silver platter. The moment he did, the woman in nothing but an apron turned, and he watched her figure sashay away. It didn’t matter how many times he watched it, he enjoyed it every time.

“News of the assassination attempt has been spun to make you look sympathetic,” Tony, the aide on the computer screen, said. “Your favorables are up three points on Emortium and ten here on Parm.”

“Well, that’s good,” Vince said. “Happy to know nearly getting killed twice has some upside.”

“Honestly, boss, it’s all upside,” Tony assured him. “As they say, if they’re trying to kill you, you must be doing something right. And you looked tough surviving.”

Vince chuckled to himself. Since they had also spun the story to make it look as though he himself had defeated the Ghost of Korfuu, he knew that many of the people from his Sector and around the universe now thought of him as quite a badass.

Tony was right that it was pretty much all upside.

The young man cleared his throat. “I also looked into that other thing,” he said. “To do even the most bare-bones job, it’ll probably cost a couple hundred grand. Those people were promised a lot, and there are still many of them left here on the planet.

“Now, if, as you suggested, you double what they were promised, well…”

Vince held up a hand to silence the aide before setting the rounded end of the cigar into the clipper and squeezing it closed. He held the brown shaft to his nose and inhaled deeply. It was a thing of beauty.

Cigars from Tobacconalia III were nearly impossible to come by, but his cousin had found a crate that, he had explained, “Fell off a truck… in space…”

The two men had laughed heartily at that one, and now, as he moistened the tip between his lips and the little far end, he grinned again.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Not that important anyway.”

Vince had been happy to see Imogen, but her presence had come with nothing but headaches. And while the two people he had invited over to his home had saved his life after speaking earnestly about their cause, he wasn’t sure how true any of it was.

He had spent a lot of time with Inquisitors and had a hard time believing what the scruffy man who had shown up with a girl he thought of as family said. In his political career, he had been told a lot of stories, and most of them had turned out to be bullshit.

Slowly, he let the smoke seep out of his mouth, inhaling it through his nose and then pretending like he wasn’t looking at the computer screen to see if Tony was impressed. The young man smiled and nodded in an affirming way to let him know that he did, in fact, think it looked cool.

Vince had always wanted people to be impressed with him and knew it. He had never been shy about wanting to be famous or about his political ambitions. In fact, he resented people who pretended like they went into politics for anything other than fame and power. Those people were either lying to everyone or deluding themselves.

Politicians did what they did because it made them feel important, and Vince had no problem telling that to anybody who would listen.

“I—I should advise that you do something to appease the people from Korfuu,” Tony said in a sniveling whimper. “You don’t want them to send anyone else after you.”

The kid had a point.

And Vince thought that he would do something. Though, it almost certainly wouldn’t be opening his purse. Maybe instead, he could send a friend of one of his associates to have a… conversation… with those wretches.

Thinking about that, he couldn’t help himself but chuckle at Imogen. The girl had made him promise that he would be “good,” and she even believed him when he assured her that he would. But that’s not how anything got done in the universe.

Being good was how you spent a lot of money on an election that you ended up losing.

Being good was how you made a speech in front of Parliament that everyone clapped for but nobody took seriously.

Being good was how you won awards that nobody gives two plops about.

He knew that she would learn that in time.

“You’ve got a point,” he said finally.

A pounding knock at the door cut through the house, causing Vince to suck in a mouthful of smoke and begin coughing uncontrollably.

“Who’s there?” Tony asked.

“No fucking clue,” Vince said. “Someone who’s about to get a swift kick to the ’goots, I’ll tell you that much.”

He stood and tied closed his silk robe. It was a surprise that anybody would be able to knock at his door, given how much security now surrounded his compound. If it was the companion he had ordered, he doubted they would knock so aggressively.

That pretty much just left some government official or friend, who Vince was sure he didn’t want to see at this hour.

As he stepped out into the foyer, he stopped and cocked his ear when he heard a strange sound. The front door to his home blew off its hinges and slammed to the ground.

“The fuck is this?” he demanded, even though part of him wanted to turn and run.

Through the smoking hole that had been his door, a shape in red armor over black robes stepped in. She was a tall, fierce-looking woman with a curved, handheld scythe in her fist. It glowed a deep purple, and she looked straight at Vince.

“Vincent DeLuca Delfina,” she intoned. “You are wanted for questioning by the Inquisition.”

“Is this a joke?” Vince demanded. “I’m on the oversight committee. Your boss works for me.”

She took two more steps forward and held the weapon up as she revealed wrist bindings in her other hand.

“My boss answers to no one,” she seethed. “You were seen consorting with the enemy, and you will tell us everything you know. Come with me now or die here.”

He knew there was nothing he could do. There were no cards left to play. The cigar fell from Vince’s mouth, the cinder leaving a scorch mark in the exquisite antique rug, and he held his hands out straight with his wrists pressed together.
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