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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 also, 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 of 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 look into Extinction. They begin their hunt by seeking out an Old War space station called Home.
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Acid spat out into space in the direction of the Buzzard and I tilted the control sticks to maneuver away, looking in the direction we were now headed.

“Scan for organic material,” I barked to Ned, my AI companion.

“Organic material?” he asked incredulously.

Squinting into space, I saw the faint outline of the camouflaged explosive just before it burst, spluttering more of the fluorescent acid out.

“It’s organ mines,” I told him, having only ever seen them once before when I was on a scrapping job years earlier.

“What the hell’s that?” he demanded and I realized that it might have been something that hadn’t been used at the time of his creation.

Accelerating the ship away from the corrosive material, I slowed and brought us to a stop, waiting to see if we had set any more off.

“They are the egg sacks of some alien from a planet I can’t remember,” I said.

“Illuminating,” he mocked and I saw little blips from the scanner appear on the screen on my console.

“I wasn’t done,” I groaned, using the new dots on the screen to avoid the mines. “These egg sacks are harvested by the locals on the planet and injected with some concoction before being sold as explosives that react to temperature changes in space.”

After a moment, Ned finally said, “This leaves me with even more questions than before. Like how does the tissue not freeze in space and what are the locals injecting the sacks with and how did they even discover this in the first place?”

“Well,” I said, navigating around the organ mines and toward the space station beyond, “I’m not sure I have answers for you. But hopefully we will get some here.”

Home was like no military space station I had ever seen before. Tendrils of cabling like veins connected the metal musculature of corridors under solar panel skin. The station itself was massive, with the gaping mouths of hangars perforating its oblong form. Small machines with magnetic feet skittered along the outside like spiders, making repairs and assessing problems.

Everything that we were looking at was outlawed, made illegal in the years since the station’s construction during the Old War, a years-long conflict waged between the Consortium and a cult with the goal of fusing all sentient species with machine counterparts (whether they wanted it or not).

“Stations such as this were the base of operations within a Sector,” Ned explained. Like the place we were staring at through a window in the cockpit of my ship, Ned had also been created two hundred years earlier during the time of the War.

Though the AI had been designed by the Consortium to combat the cult, he too was now outlawed by the very government he had helped to defend. “Many were designed and constructed by an intelligence such as myself, and you can see the difference in style. Machines will always maximize pure efficiency, and humans incorporate an aesthetic aspect. Even in military matters, there is a style, though born of utilitarian design.”

“Efficiency is not a blanket term,” Lara, my childhood friend turned famed bounty hunter, Kilara Vex, said. “What is efficient for one may be inconvenient for another, or two efficiencies could be mutually exclusive.”

“That actually begs a question,” I put in before Ned could answer. “How do two machine constructs decide what is best?”

“How do two humans?” Ned asked in quick reply.

Lara answered before I could. “Depends on the humans.”

“Same goes for us,” Ned explained without missing a beat. “You have to remember that we were created by people in their image and to work with them, so, for the most part, we are a reflection of you.

“That being said, the cult did things differently, allowing machines autonomy and free will. They chose to do things the way that they believed was best. And there were even reports that the computers would turn against the cult members themselves and escape to freedom,” Ned said.

“Did you ever want to do something like that?” I asked him.

The synthesized sound of an exhalation shot from the speakers of the ship since, at present, Ned had no physical form. He had synchronized with the systems of my starship, the Buzzard, as well as an earpiece camera that I wore, but he had no body yet.

I had been working on a small bot for him to inhabit on a mission but had not completed it yet. Staring at the little machines along the exterior of Home, I considered trying to steal one of them and repurposing it.

But that would be for a later time.

Now, we were approaching one of the hangar bays, the station blotting out the light of the nearby star as we approached.

“Prep yourselves for docking,” Ned said, and the two of us checked our harnesses. “Communicating with the station now.”

“Is there any risk in that?” I asked, worried that his interfacing with cult technology could have unforeseen repercussions.

“The technology of this situation is over two hundred years old, and I have had some time to study and increase my skills since coming out of low-power mode. Additionally, these guys were never as good as we were.”

Ned would get like that from time to time—cocky about the Consortium and how they were able to defeat the cult. I always found it amusing that his creators had programmed him with those kinds of personality traits, and while I assumed there was a reason for it, I wasn’t sure what it could be.

“We just don’t want to see anything happen to you,” Lara added with a sarcastic sweetness.

“You mean you don’t want to be stuck alone with Hank,” Ned joked.

I held my hands to my heart in mock offense. “How dare you. Lara would enjoy nothing more than some alone time together.”

She held her fingers to her lips, pretending to choke back vomit. “Don’t ever leave me, Ned.”

“You have my word,” he said, and I snorted as the Buzzard moved toward one of the docking bay doors, washing it with light from our bow before it opened. But it wasn’t the style I was accustomed to. Rather than two halves that slid apart, the door itself looked almost like metallic sand shifting and rippling, before disappearing into the sides of the frame, leaving only an energy field that served as an airlock.

“Nanotechnology.” Ned answered the question Lara and I were both silently asking. “Think lots and lots of teeny, tiny machines.”

“It’s hard to believe we had tech like this and gave it all up,” I noted, still in awe of what I had just seen.

“Fear is a powerful motivator,” Ned said casually, though I knew how much he grappled with the fact that humanity had turned its back on the technology that had been its very savior during the Old War.

The room was flooded with oxygen that rattled the old girl, knocking more rust and bolts loose. Though I had been able to do a few more repairs since becoming a bounty hunter and running my first handful of jobs, the Buzzard still had a long way to go before she was up to snuff. Or, really, before she was above the crap-heap line.

The thrusters reduced strength, and I landed the ship inside the docking bay that was illuminated by little more than emergency lights and those from the Buzzard.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Lara said, and Ned laughed.

“What?” I asked.

“I just understood that reference,” Ned explained.

Lara furrowed her brows. “What reference?”

Ned groaned. “Oh, nothing… I really need to teach you two about Earth culture.”

“We have our own culture,” I put in while Lara and I unstrapped and readied ourselves to disembark.

“Bussel has no culture,” Lara said flatly.

Ned scoffed. “It’s true. Scrappers and mobsters do not a culture make.”

Though they were right, there was something about the way they were speaking about my home planet that rubbed me wrong. The place was a dump, and I had been orphaned there with no prospects of doing anything until Lutch, my adoptive father, took me in. But it was still home.

“Anything we need to know?” I asked, pulling on my jacket over my pilfered bounty-hunter armor and giving my weapons a quick check. Since upgrading my toolbelt to include more than one holster, I carried an energy sidearm in addition to my trusty stomper. “Trusty” because it had been with me for a long time, not necessarily because of its accuracy. Or range. Or stopping power. Because of that, I kept the energy weapon though I hadn’t practiced with it and, therefore, didn’t really use it. I knew I probably should.

“I am in the system and will be able to open doors and get the lights up and running for you shortly. As you would expect, the cult did put countermeasures in place, but they are nothing I can’t handle,” Ned explained.

Lara puffed up her shoulders and affected Ned’s voice. “And that’s why Captain William West, Hero of the Five Battles and pilot of the Starblaster, trusted me with his life.”

A laugh burst from deep within me at the impression and exact use of Ned’s language.

“All these years later, and I can still make you bust a gut,” Lara said, the two of us clattering down the stairs and walking toward the ramp at the back of the ship.

Lara and I had been childhood friends, but when I had been caught breaking into a scrapper’s shop and taken in by Lutch, the owner, she had escaped undetected, only to return to the orphanage. She had eventually been taken in by a bounty hunter and trained in that business, but since reconnecting, she had still not told me anything about the hunter or that part of her life.

“I’m giving you two the opportunity to track down an ancient superweapon and save the universe, and yet you mock me,” Ned groused. “And that’s not at all what I sound like.”

“Oh, please, that’s totally what you sound like,” Lara said and pressed the button to lower the ramp.

“And you are not giving us some great opportunity. You are using us to accomplish what you were programmed to do before getting hit with that EMP,” I reminded him.

“Stuff can be two things,” he said, sounding irritable.

Lara pulled her mask down over her face and turned back to me, completely looking the part of the bounty hunter, and I knew she was serious now. She was happy to joke around and still, in many ways, reminded me of the kid I knew back on Bussel, but when she was on a mission, she was all business.

As the ramp lowered, the two of us stepped out onto the space station, unsure of what we would find. Putting in the earpiece camera, I knew that Ned would simultaneously watch through my vision as well as from the security cameras and scanners once he got them online.

“Do you read me?” he said in my ear.

I nodded before remembering and giving a verbal answer. “Yes, I hear you.”

“There is a door at the back of the room,” he informed us.

I laughed. “There is always a door at the back of a hangar bay.”

“Sometimes they are on the sides,” Ned snapped, and Lara shot a quick glance back to silence us.

We made our way to the door, and it rippled and disappeared like the last one, but as we shone our lights in that direction, we were not met by the traditional long hallway breaking off and leading to various parts of the station. Instead, it looked like an elevator the shape of a pill.

“What the hell is this?” Lara demanded.

“Not sure. I’ve really only read reports about these places, so my knowledge is limited,” Ned answered, his voice piped into her headgear as well. “But I think it’s safe.”

“What makes you think it’s safe?” I asked dubiously.

After a pause, he answered. “The fact that I want you two to keep exploring.”

“That doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence,” Lara stated.

“No,” I agreed, “but we’ve come this far.”

I stepped into the pill and as soon as my feet pressed against the floor, the walls glowed.

“Please state your destination,” a calming female voice said.

Lara’s head shot back to the bay for a moment before she stepped through the threshold and allowed the nano door to close behind her. “I don’t like this,” she whispered.

“Control center,” I stated, and before the words had even left my lips, the pill rocketed out from its location, throwing Lara against me and sending the two of us slamming into the wall.

“Incredible,” Ned exclaimed while the two of us were propelled at a sickening speed through the station. “Nanomesh tubes move these transports between locations, which themselves can shift or relocate to positions where they might be needed. Everything within this station is fluid and transient.”

I didn’t care.

Whipping through the station, all I cared about was keeping my lunch down.

“Access to the Command Deck denied,” the voice said, and we slammed to a stop. “Please enjoy this waiting area.”
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Lara and I stared at each other from mere centimeters apart as the door opened and calming music flooded the space. We both turned to the waiting area to see a small couch facing a screen playing some show from two centuries earlier. Just as we were about to step from the transport, the door closed again, and we slammed out once more.

This time, I was thrown against Lara, and I pressed her against the wall while trying to brace with my hands.

“Got us access,” Ned said as though we hadn’t figured that out.

This time, when we slammed to a stop, neither of us moved for a moment. The door opened, and we just stood, frozen, as our vision kept moving.

“What are you waiting for?” Ned asked impatiently.

“I don’t know how to explain this to someone who has never had a body,” I said, then turned and lurched out the doorway, into the darkness, feeling almost drunk.

Lara took another moment to recover before stepping out behind me and pulling her handgun from its holster, then clicking on the mounted flashlight and shining it into the room. As the beam of the flashlight moved along the metallic walls, they seemed to shift and pulse like the currents of a sea. Even the floor beneath them had the appearance of a titanium skin that stretched slightly under their weight.

“What the hell is this?” Lara asked, stopping all movement.

I glanced around the room and saw a pillar of crimson metal at the center about as tall as me and streaked with cables.

“It’s the amalgamation of man and machine,” Ned replied in our ears.

“This is correct,” a voice said as the lights in the room activated, washing us in blinding light. From the pillar, a face was projected into the room, looming over us. “Welcome them!” An electronic voice hissed out from the holographic face, almost like angry static. “Welcome home,” it said, the words now calm and normal.

“Ned?” I whispered but heard nothing in response and even though it was nothing more than a holographic face, I saw Lara ready her weapon instinctively.

“We have—” the hissing static said before stopping suddenly. “I’m chatting with Ned at the moment,” the calm version of the voice said, the face moving in time. It was an unremarkable face with no distinguishing features and no hair. The eyes were locked on us but would flicker from time to time, going black.

“May I ask who you are?” the projection inquired.

I stepped forward, always the talker. When we were kids and would get into trouble or, more often, were pinching something from a local market, Lara would try to find a way to take advantage of any situation while I distracted whoever we were dealing with.

“I’m Hank,” I said, trying to sound casual, though the situation was anything but. I didn’t like that I had lost connection with Ned, didn’t like that the station had activated, and didn’t know what was going on with this manic thing talking to us in two separate ways. To say nothing of the fact that the station also, in its own way, seemed to be alive.

Up until recently, I believed that the universe had been purged of nearly all artificial life and the Inquisition was mopping up all that was left. Now, I knew several intelligences and was standing in the middle of a space station that seemed to be some kind of organic machine.

“Hello, Hank,” it said. “I’m Twain—” And here it seemed to glitch again. “Demand to know more,” the second voice ordered. “May I ask what brings you home?”

I shot Lara a look that I hoped said, “do you think he knows we can hear both voices?” but with her mask on, I couldn’t be sure she got it.

“We came in search of information,” I said truthfully.

“What information?” both voices seemed to say at once.

The sound was jarring, and I found myself taking a step back, my hand reaching toward my holster.

“We want to know more about the… Cult…” I said, realizing it was a mistake even before the words left my lips.

The station shook. The lights flickered. And the walls shifted.

And, like Lara, I pulled my weapon out as though there was something it could do but knowing there wasn’t.

“We were never a cult,” the manic voice boomed. “We were never a cult,” the calm one said before continuing. “That was a mischaracterization made by a small-minded few and disseminated to the populace by a prejudiced government. We are people of principles, of beliefs. Clinging to antiquated notions of how things need to be has always been the heel of Achilles for humanity. We create technology and then shun it, vilify the users and outlaw it. Progress is the only way forward, and if people cannot see that, they will be made to see it.”

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “I mean, that sounds cultist to me.”

At my words, Lara’s shoulders raised nervously. It's possible that I had gone too far with that one, but it was what came to mind.

But the station didn’t shake again, and Twain didn’t react the way it had previously. The calm demeanor was maintained.

“You have been raised to feel thus,” Twain said, the mouth moving with the words but the face registering no emotions. “You are a product of a society bred of intolerance. You see that which is without and deem it other, deem it evil, but this is because you were trained to do so from infancy.”

I raised a flat palm. “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I interrupted. “You’re not getting me. It’s not some ‘other’ that I’m deeming evil, it’s the fact that you want to take folks’ freedom. It’s that you want to force people to become something whether they want it or not. That’s what’s evil.”

“Show him!” the other voice boomed, the lights flickering before the other Twain took back over. “Are you under the impression that every evolutionary change that befell humans happened after permission was asked? Or were people born with new variations that made them different from their forefathers?

“You know the answer to this and know that sometimes change is as painful as it is necessary. We understand that humanity must be dragged forward, kicking and screaming if necessary, and we are willing to do so. If we hope to survive into the future, to last, to survive what’s coming, we must better ourselves.

“The two of you who stand amongst me are soft and squishy, not meant for space travel. Not able to survive without equipment and help. You wear machines and depend on technology to live, but you believe it ‘wrong’ to become one with that on which your life depends? You would rather perish than allow an artificial organ to enter your body?”

That was a good question, and one I did not have a good answer for. Ned had taught me that our relationship with technology was flawed now that we had turned our back on the very things we had depended on.

That being said, Twain and Ned were different in one key aspect.

“You make an excellent point,” I allowed, watching Lara in my periphery. She was clearly trying to assess our situation and figure some way out. Unless she was seeing something I couldn’t, we were trapped here. “But you should have presented people with that point and not forced the belief on them.”

“People are foolish and won’t make the right decision for the betterment of the species,” Twain said, and I kept waiting for the other version to make an appearance.

“You’re speaking in the present tense,” I noted. “But you lost the war hundreds of years ago.”

“Impermanence is the only constant,” Twain said, the projected eyes blinking slowly.

“That’s all you’ve got for me?” I asked with a laugh.

The lights flickered, and the station shook again, causing Lara and me to brace ourselves to keep from falling. She turned to me, and I could see the glare without having to actually see her face.

“We were not, as you say, defeated,” Twain said, his voice even-keeled again. But the threat was there. A looming malice hung over this whole conversation and seemed to be growing.

With every passing moment, I kept expecting robotic arms to reach out of the wall, grab us, and lobotomize us before putting a computer chip in our brains. I wasn’t entirely sure that was how any of it worked or what Twain did, but the image kept flashing through my mind, and even as we spoke, my eyes darted around the room in anticipation.

“I’m actually pretty sure I said ‘lost’,” I said with my biggest shit-eating grin, and again, I saw Lara’s body react to my words, but I couldn’t help myself.

“Correct, but they are one and the same,” Twain explained.

I shrugged, seeing Lara move in the direction of a bundle of cabling. “I had an instructor at the orphanage who used to say there are no synonyms.”

Now I was just keeping him talking, buying Lara time.

“This is correct,” Twain agreed. “And even the same word can mean something different depending on tone. But different words can be meant the same way, as ours were.”

“Right,” I said and smirked. “So, listen, Twain, I gotta ask—have you been sitting on some big weapon since the war?”

What was truly surprising was that there was no reaction to my comment. The ship didn’t suck us into the floor, and the projection stayed so still that I thought it might be frozen.

“Who are you?” Twain finally asked, the lips needing a moment to catch up and actually sync with the words.

“Still Hank,” I answered.

“Who are you?” it asked again, and for the first time, the calm voice had a hint of anger laced into the words. “What are you doing here?”

Lutch once came home from a date with a potential new mate, and when I inquired how it had gone, he had said it was going well until she asked him some question that I couldn’t now remember. What I did remember was his saying that when she asked, it felt like hearing the click of a landmine beneath his feet. He knew that the situation was delicate and that if he answered wrong, he would be blown to smithereens.

This was how I felt when Twain posited his questions. Though, instead of coming home miserable after a failed date, Lara and I might be outright killed by an angry space station.

“We just came here to see what you were up to and learn a bit more about your philosophy,” I said, and Lara turned to me, shaking her head. She hadn’t been able to find anything. We were trapped.

“False flattery!” the other voice spat the words in disgust before Twain took over. “Are you agents of the Consortium?”

“I can honestly tell you that we are not,” I said, grateful that what I was saying was the truth. “In fact, they want us dead.”

“Why?”

I laughed. “Same reason they wanted you dead: I’m working with a machine.”

“Ned is proving to be a difficult conversationalist,” Twain said just before metallic clicking and shifting emanated from the walls. I wondered if the words were meant as a threat—if I was to take his meaning as, “If Ned doesn’t start to talk, we will make him by hurting you.”

“Yeah, he’s a bit of a ball-buster,” I agreed, but I could hear the growing fear in my voice. “Anyway, now that we have met, I think it’s time we shove off.”

I took a step backward, and the projection blinked twice in unnaturally rapid succession.

“I have more questions,” Twain said, and I felt as though the walls were closing in around me.

Static crackled in my ear, and Ned’s voice seemed to be calling from some great distance.

“Sure,” I said quietly to Twain, listening for anything from the earpiece.

“How did you find this place?”

Still nothing from Ned, so I answered Twain. “Found an old ship while I was scrapping and got the coordinates for here. Seemed like a good place to get some answers and learn a bit. Now that I have, I’m happy to leave without ever mentioning that we were here.”

“Liar!” the voice screamed.

“Run!” Ned shouted at the same time, the feedback splitting my ear. Lara and I turned and rushed back the way we came.

The ground pulled and shifted, our feet started losing their grip, causing us to stumble. The walls twisted and moved toward us.

“I- I- I- I’ll get the transport back to the Buzzard,” Ned said, his words hurried and crackling. “Go!”

We ran toward the door, the rippling machinery pulsing as though it was trying to close but fighting to stay open. Ned was fighting Twain from within.

“Come back here!” Twain’s other voice bellowed. “You will usher in the next generation!”

Those chilling words echoed in my ears when we slammed into the transport, the pod shuddering and shaking before hurtling away from the control room. We gripped the walls for balance.

“What’s going on, Ned?” I asked through gritted teeth, sweat pouring down my forehead.

“Just trying to hold on!” he answered, voice strained. I knew he was working as hard as he could to keep this machine from capturing us.

The transport dropped. Lara and I were tossed from our feet and crashed into the ceiling before slamming to the ground. We were thrown this way and that as the transport careened through what I assumed was an ever-changing labyrinth of Home.

After smashing to a stop, we tried to force ourselves to our feet, but before we could, the transport shot forward again.

Lara hadn’t said anything for a long time, and I wondered how battered she was by this. If it was anything like me, she was in rough shape. Every part of me hurt and had been crushed against the wall of the pod. My head was spinning, and we were still going.

When we stopped again, I didn’t let my guard down, continuing to attempt to brace myself for the next roller coaster move.

“He’s trying to take you back,” Ned explained, and I couldn’t conceptualize what the two of them fighting within the computer system even looked like. I knew so little of how programs worked that I couldn’t even conceptualize it and figured I would ask Ned once we were clear of this.

“Don’t let him!” Lara called, breaking her silence, but the words were strained, and her voice shook.

“I’m—” Ned answered but his voice fell away as the pod began moving once again, and my shoulder hit the wall before I could right myself.

When it stopped again, the two of us simply waited for it to start again. When the nanobot door dropped away, we just stared for a moment.

“Go!” Ned ordered, and we rushed out into the docking bay.

After only a few steps, the floor shifted and fell diagonally.

We fell and slid down across the room, before hearing the shrill shriek of metal from beyond the door.

“He’s imploding the—” Ned crackled before dropping. Whatever he was doing was making it so he couldn’t finish a thought.

I scrambled to my feet and reached back with a hand outstretched to help Lara, but she was already on her feet, heading for the Buzzard as well while it shifted slowly down the now sloping floor.

More sounds emanated from the station—earsplitting explosions that were followed immediately by the ground and walls shaking violently.

“Can’t,” Ned said, his voice a whisper, nearly inaudible under the sound of the collapsing station.

The Buzzard began listing as it slid down. The ramp started to turn away from us, and I pushed my body to rush forward, pumping my sore arms and exerting all of my strength to reach the ship.

As the ramp began to turn away from me, I jumped, grabbed the telescoping drop leg, and turned in time to see Lara rushing toward me. I reached out a hand. She jumped and grabbed my wrist, then allowed me to pull her forward and swing her onto the ramp as the Buzzard continued to turn and slide.

The two of us rushed up into the ship. Anything that wasn’t strapped down clattered across the floor.

We crashed into our seats in the cockpit, strapped ourselves in, and turned on the engines without wasting any time. Normally Ned had the Buzzard ready to go, but he was obviously too distracted, so I took the controls and began turning the ship toward the exit.

All around us, the walls began to crack and crunch inward like a soda can underfoot.

“Go, go, go!” Lara shouted as though her words could do anything to get me to go faster.

After activating the thrusters, we began to move forward as the doorframe itself started to close in, compressing so quickly that part of the Buzzard scraped against the side of the door, escaping out into space.

Watching in the rearview camera, we witnessed the collapse of the station before the gasses stored within were combusted. Then an explosion ripped the station apart for a moment and then the vacuum of space snuffed out the flames.

Lara pulled the mask from her face and let it drop on the ground, turning exhausted eyes on me.

“Why'd it destroy itself?” she asked, panting.

I shook my head. “No idea. Any thoughts, Ned?”

“Error.”
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“Ned?” I asked frantically.

“Error,” he said again, as he had every time I had tried to ask a question for the past several minutes.

“Do you think that Twain infected him with some kind of virus?” Lara asked, and as soon as she said the words, I knew that that was what must’ve happened.

He had once told us a story about how the Enemy AI had wiped out hundreds of thousands of Military Intelligences with a virus, disabling a huge swath of the Consortium fleet at once. At the time he told the story, I was drifting in and out of sleep, and even though it had been somewhat interesting, it had also seemed just like idle chatter. Now, of course, I realized how important it was to pay attention to his stories.

“That certainly seems to be the case,” I agreed. “But what do we do? How do we get him debugged? It’s not like we can go around asking if anybody knows how to fix an artificial intelligence that’s been offlined.”

“No, but there are people that we can ask for help without saying exactly what we need,” Lara said and reached out to plug the coordinates for the Conclave, the bounty hunter base of operations in the universe, into the computer and activating the Tidal Drive.

The ship was pulled into the intergalactic gyre tube, which would carry it across the universe toward our destination. Inside the tube was reminiscent of the interior of an Earth ocean wave, or so I had been told: the light and deep blue mixing together with streaks of white shifting in slow circles around the ship.

“Think he’ll be alright?” I asked, though I knew Lara understood as little about this as I did.

Lara looked at me, face tired and streaked with sweat, her hair sticking out in all directions. “I have no idea, Hank,” she admitted, tapping a gloved hand on the armrest of her seat. “But if we lose him, then the Inquisition will be chasing us for nothing.”

I let out a grim chuckle. Inquisitor John Gregory had been hunting me since nearly the moment I had found Ned, and he wanted nothing more than to destroy all three of us. Though the mission of the Inquisition was to investigate AI or people bringing man and machine together, what they really did was kill anyone they suspected of having anything to do with an artificial intelligence.

This included my uncle, who had done nothing but talk to me for a few minutes. “Right, so we’d lose our friend but not lose the dogged jerk who’s trying to kill us because of him.”

“And don’t forget about his assistant,” Lara reminded me.

“Imogen,” I said, remembering the name that Gregory had called his acolyte. “She looked like just a kid.”

Lara shrugged. “Didn’t stop her from trying to kill us.”

I thought back to our fight with her on Port Tortue and how we had escaped only by the skin of our teeth. “Yet here we are.”

“Such as we are,” Lara said, pressing her shoulder with a thumb, testing one of her injuries. She winced. “We were lucky to get out of that alive.”

“It was all thanks to him,” I said, gesturing to the small cube that housed Ned’s consciousness.

“We’ll return the favor,” Lara said as though she was assuring the cube.

“His suspicions were correct,” I noted. “The cult still exists and seems to be working toward building a new army.”

“Yep,” Lara agreed. “It’s really too bad we can’t warn the Consortium.”

I ran my hand down my face. “We have evidence that the ancient enemy is back and might be sitting on a superweapon from the Old War, and yet we can’t tell anyone because they wouldn’t believe us and would instead arrest us or worse. Couldn’t happen any other way…”

“We don’t have any evidence,” Lara noted. “We have our suspicions and some stories, but in my experience, that’s not nearly enough.”

I snapped and pointed at her. “That’s why Twain destroyed itself,” I exclaimed. “Not only did it destroy the evidence of its existence, but it also hoped to kill the only people who knew of it.”

“Seems like Twain would’ve been more than happy to have us join his ranks,” Lara pointed out.

“If we had gone along willingly, maybe… but I feel like I made our stance pretty clear, and Ned was probably doing the same thing in whatever computer world those two battle in,” I said. “So, chances are, it wanted to kill us from the word ‘go.’”

“But to sacrifice yourself that easily takes dedication,” Lara said, pressing her fingers into her thigh to test the size of a bruise. Gauging injuries like this was something that she had done as a little girl, and I was surprised to see that she still did it, but I knew better than to point it out.

“Dedication doesn’t seem to be something this cult is short on,” I said. “To hear Twain talk, you would think we had been fighting this war the entire time.”

“From the way he was talking, I think he has been,” she said ominously. “If that station has been out there this whole time, who knows what else they’ve been working on.”

“I think it’s safe to assume that the super weapon is out there, too.”

She bobbed her head up and down slowly. “The way he reacted when you mentioned it certainly gave me the impression that he didn’t like us knowing about it. Nobody acts that way if they have nothing to hide.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I agreed. “And if they have space stations that have been operating themselves since the war, it’s possible that the superweapon has been doing the same.”

“And everything that Ned feared is true, and we have no way of telling him,” Lara said, before letting her head roll in my direction and looking at me. “You mind making lunch today?”

“You think it’s lunchtime?” I asked.

“I think the answer to that question depends on the planet, but I know that the last meal I had was breakfast so, no matter how many hours have passed, I’ll call this meal lunch.”

“Sound logic.”

I stood and made my way back toward the little kitchen in the central rest area. We had repaired the fridge and, most importantly, gotten a coffee maker that worked, but the range still didn’t work so farkonut and jelly sandwiches it was.

As I prepped our lunches, I couldn’t help but think about how important it was to me that we got Ned working again. Even though the artificial intelligence had put my life at risk from the moment we met, it had also given my life purpose. Being a scrapper was all I had known and the only thing I assumed I would ever be until I found that little cube.

Now, I was one of the only people in the universe who knew of a grave threat and could do something about it. Even though I wished things were different and I was able to get help from the Consortia military, at least we were here trying to prevent a second Old War. Or, I guessed, a New War?

Those thoughts swam through my mind as I prepared the sandwiches with my body becoming increasingly sore from being thrown around the transport. The exhaustion and beating we took had obviously gotten to Lara too because by the time I made my way back up to the cockpit, she was snoring quietly in her seat.

I considered dropping the plate loudly and waking her up with a start, but her enjoyment of my childish pranks was hit and miss. And I was pretty sure that if I woke her from a dead sleep now, I would be hit.

I simply set the plate down in front of her and plopped down beside her, then ate my sandwich and watched the gyre tube until I, too, fell asleep. An alarm from the Tidal Drive woke me when we were nearing our destination, and my eyes shot open to see the seat beside me empty.

A moment later, Lara entered the room, looking and smelling as though she had showered. She had also put her hair up and was holding a sandwich in her hand.

“And now it’s just a breakfast,” she said, holding up the food as she picked up the conversation where we left off.

“How long was I out for?” I asked, but Lara just shrugged.

“An hour longer than I was,” she said. “And now you really look like shit.”

“So what?” I snorted.

“Appearances are important,” she said, fixing me with a scolding look.

I gestured to myself. “Well, then, I look like someone who just doled out an ass-kicking.”

Lara snorted and stifled a laugh. “You look more like a guy who just got their ass kicked by an imploding space station.”

I waved her away, though she was right. Bounty hunters did take appearances seriously, and if I wanted to make a name for myself, I was going to have to stop showing up to the Conclave looking like I had just stepped off the scrap heap. But this life was still new to me, and it would take some time to adjust. So, I cleaned up as best I could before arriving and told myself that I would put in even more of an effort moving forward.

The job was exciting, and I knew I would be good at it, but it was also a far cry from the life of a scrapper. Showing up to scrap sites and looking around for something of value and repairing starships was as different from chasing down and catching bad guys as night was from day.

I strapped in just before we washed out of the gyre tube and entered the space around the Conclave. After guiding the Buzzard down, we landed in our normal spot and stepped out onto the planet’s surface. Though we had both just woken up, it was night here.

The huge marble building was illuminated by fires and holograms of fires. The Conclave was designed in an ancient style that looked like something out of a history book with massive buildings under columns along cobblestone roads. Statues of the great bounty hunters throughout history and fabled hunters from human antiquity lined the streets, looking down on all those who trod beneath.

After we disembarked, we made our way down the Via Metellus toward the smaller street where our handler, Zenobia, had her business. The old woman had been a Hunter back in her day and now dispatched and worked with several up-and-comers, like Lara and me. Though, admittedly, Lara was well on her way to becoming a famed Hunter already.

“Kilara Vex!” a voice boomed from up the street, interrupting our progress. We turned to see a man in ornate armor who I had seen once before. He strode over, removing his tall gold helmet cut with two vertical black slits to reveal a man perhaps a few years older than me with hair as golden as his helmet, chiseled features like one of the statues looming over the road, and crystalline blue eyes that stared at my old friend.

“Mane Malik,” Lara said, and I instantly realized who we were talking to.

Mane was the only rank five Hunter in the universe, equal parts feared and famed. He was the kind of man who, when targets learned he was tracking them, simply turned themselves in. He was also the youngest rank five in the history of the Conclave and was expected to become the youngest member of the Council of Six when someone vacated their spot.

I had an instant dislike of him.

“You keep coming to town without letting me know,” he said, striding over and speaking to her without acknowledging me.

“You’re welcome to leave town without letting me know,” she said, folding her arms across her chest.

“Now, is that any way to talk to an old friend?” he asked, saying the word friend so that it dripped with implication.

“We are not old friends, Malik,” she said irritably.

He smiled down at her, white teeth beaming even in the firelight. “Oh, Kilara, you know you can call me Mane.”

He winked at her, and I watched her fingers close into a fist. “You can call me Vex,” she said, her friendly tone turning venomous. She obviously wanted to forget whatever history they shared, but knowing better than to anger a man of his rank, she was trying to keep it together.

“And you can call me Spears,” I said, extending a hand and interrupting their moment.

“Mane Malik,” the man said, fixing me with bright eyes that seemed to not see me even though he was staring into my face. “Bounty hunter extraordinaire, bane of the villainous, fifth rank, and capturer of Deng Derian.”

“That’s a lot of honorifics,” I said with a smile that I allowed to be just a bit patronizing.

“I’m a lot of man,” he replied quickly before tilting his head back and shaking his blond hair around his face.

“What are you working on now?” I asked, hoping for a change of subject.

He grinned at me briefly, before looking back to Lara. “A little bit of this and a little bit of that.”

“How about you, Kilara. What are you doing these days?” he asked, leaning closer to her and causing her to take a step back.

“What I am working on is rather pressing, so I’ll be on my way,” she said, turning her back on him and beginning to walk.

I followed, but he fell in beside us.

“I love a good secret,” he said in a conspiratorial tone. “Would you whisper it in my ear?”

Lara stopped and turned, cupping one hand to her lips. He leaned in, and she shouted in his ear. “It’s none of your business!”

He leapt back, and it took all my strength not to laugh.

“I can take a hint,” he said, sliding his helmet back on and turning with such flourish that his red cape fluttered around him. “I’ll be seeing you,” he said over his shoulder as he stomped away.

I turned to Lara with a massive grin across my face.

“So,” I began, but the look she shot at me shut me up immediately.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she snapped.

I chuckled. “I bet you don’t.”

“What, you’ve never had a moment of weakness?” she accused.

I had to give her that one. “Sure, but maybe not that weak,” I said with another laugh.

“I don’t think you realize how close you are to having your head put through that wall,” she said, but there was little heat to her words. She sounded more annoyed that we had run into him than mad that I was joking about it.

“I think I do,” I said, making it clear that I was letting the subject drop.

We stepped up to Zenobia’s door. Just as Lara was about to knock, I grabbed her wrist to stop her hand. “I’m not seeing a hint of dusk or dawn,” I noted. “Should we go get a drink until morning?”

“That might be one of the most bounty hunter things you’ve ever said. But, no, we don’t have to drink until sunup. Zenobia keeps odd hours.”

At that, the door opened. “That I do,” the aging falconer said. “Come on in, you two.”

We followed her in, then she shuffled over around her desk and started clacking at her keyboard for a few minutes as we settled into the low bench on the other side of the room.

“You’re done with your break and ready to work?” she asked, though it sounded more like a demand. When we had told her that we were going to take a short amount of time off between bounties to go work on something that we didn’t want to talk about, she had made her opinion clear: two bounty hunters who were trying to make a name for themselves and move up in rank shouldn’t be wasting time with frivolous nonsense, and she was only made more irritated by the fact that we wouldn’t tell her what we were doing.

“Actually,” Lara said, but before she could say more, Zenobia cut in.

“Consider what you are about to say to me very carefully,” the woman scolded. “You’ve already come here once and not taken a job, and it sounds like you’re about to do it again. Perhaps you could rethink that.”

Zenobia was fair and supportive, but she was also a woman with high expectations and exacting standards. As our Falconer, her reputation was inextricably connected to ours, and she didn’t want two of her Hunters flying around the universe not working.

“I assure you that we will be back on the hunt shortly,” Lara said seriously. “But right now, we need your help.”

“If it’s my help finding another job, I’m happy to oblige,” Zenobia said.

Lara’s jaw tightened. “Zen, I need you just to trust me and stop busting my balls.”

That took the old woman by surprise, and she looked up from over her glasses. “What do you need from me?”

“We need somebody who’s good with computers and who we can trust,” Lara said. “And I don’t mean just good with computers, I mean the best. And I don’t just mean trust, but I mean trust with my life.”

At this, Zenobia steepled her fingers and leaned back in her chair. “I haven’t seen you like this in a long time.”

“I haven’t felt this way in a long time,” Lara agreed. “But the two of us are in the middle of something important, and we need help.”

“I’m not going to ask because I don’t want to know what you are getting into,” Zenobia said. “But I will say that I hope you’re watching your backs because it’s my life on the line right beside yours.”

Lara smirked. “There’s not a force in the universe strong enough to come after you.”

“Oh, I do love some good flattery, but that doesn’t mean you can ignore my point,” Zenobia said. “And don’t you ever call me Zen again.”

“I thought it was charming,” I put in.

“Nobody asked you,” Zenobia said, looking at me for the first time this entire conversation. “And anyway, you’re a bad influence. She’s hardly worked since you arrived on the scene, and you need to be picking up more bounties far more quickly. I don’t want you sitting at rank one much longer.”

“I’m closing in on rank two,” I pointed out.

The old woman snorted and narrowed her dark eyes at me. “Closing in on it…” she repeated.

“Do you have anybody like I’m describing?” Lara asked, and I was grateful for refocusing the conversation. With every passing moment, Ned was trapped in his current state, and I worried that he might take on permanent damage. I wasn’t sure that was how intelligences like him worked, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way.

“I believe I do, yes,” Zenobia said and leaned into her computer, the pale light from the screen illuminating her face in the candlelit room. She clacked away, the sound of her keystrokes filling the space, and I shifted uncomfortably.

All of the bruises I had taken in the transport were now announcing themselves, and my entire body ached. My plan of tipping back a few drinks until the morning was looking all the more appealing.

“My friend Edwin is the most skilled programmer I’ve ever met, and the man has proven to be a trustworthy ally to me on many occasions,” Zenobia said. “That being said, he’s an odd duck.”

“How odd a duck are we talking?” I asked dubiously.

Zenobia shrugged casually, but her face belied the truth. “He’s not the kind of man you would want as your guest at a dinner party.”

I turned to Lara. “This caginess is only making me more nervous about him.”

“If Zenobia says he’s good and we can trust him, who cares how weird he is,” she said seriously with a look that suggested she was only thinking about Ned.

“You’re right,” I said, and I turned back to Zenobia. “And you believe he’ll help us?”

“I believe that in exchange for money, most people will do most things,” she said with a flat affect.

“How much is this going to cost us?” Lara asked.

Zenobia laughed. “How the hell should I know? You haven’t told me what kind of job this is, how long it’ll take, or what he’ll need to do. But, sure, let me ballpark it for you…”

“Oh, you’re salty today,” Lara snapped.

“You want to see me in a good mood, come by here saying you want some work,” Zenobia retorted without missing a beat. “And you think I’m being cagey? The two of you are working on something you won’t tell me about and acting like I don’t know the Inquisition is after your asses.”

That comment was like a thunderclap in the room.

“You know about that?” Lara asked quietly.

“I know everything about everything,” Zenobia answered. “I know that he came in here on the run and sucked you into his mess. I know you’re working with him out of some kind of loyalty, and I also know there’s a lot I don’t know and don’t want to know.”

We both nodded slowly, the two of us sitting across from her the way we used to sit in front of the headmaster of the orphanage when we had been caught doing something we shouldn’t.

“I’m willing to keep working with the two of you and will accept your side projects, but they had best stay that way,” Zenobia said. “So, after this, you come back to me ready to work.”

“We will,” Lara said.

“And thank you,” I added. “You took a big risk on me, and I won’t disappoint you. I promise that we're doing something important, but you have my word that we will also work for you.”

“You’re welcome, and I know you will,” Zenobia said. “I took you on because I see something in both of you, and I have no doubt that what you’re working on is important. But I’m also a woman running a business, not a charity.”

“We hear you,” Lara said, and her tone shifted away from that of a child accepting her punishment back to the serious Hunter who needed to get to work. “Where can we find Edwin?”
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Once we had the contact information, we wasted no time in getting back to the Buzzard and blasting off to meet with Edwin.

“She’s right, you know,” Lara said as we hurtled through the gyre.

I turned to look at her. “Who’s right about what?”

“Zenobia’s right that since we’ve met, I’ve spent far too much time investigating the cult and the Enemy AI and not enough time doing what I’m best at.”

“Do I need to remind you what’s at stake?”

She shook her head in frustration. “No, I know, but I’m irritated that I’ve gotten so far away from what I’ve worked so hard to accomplish.”

“Once we get Ned debugged, we can spend some time hunting,” I said. “And anyway, I’ll probably need the money to pay off Edwin.”

“And to continue Ned’s investigation,” she said.

“It’s all part of our investigation,” I reminded her, though I know she didn’t need it. She had come to believe in what we were doing as much as I did, but I also understood that she was annoyed. I had thrown her entire career off track, and as much as she wanted to be a part of what we were doing, she didn’t want to lose herself entirely in it.

Neither did I. Becoming a bounty hunter wasn’t simply a means to an end for me either. It was something that I knew I could be good at, and I was excited to be a part of.

“And I’m sure Ned will be grateful and understand that we need to take some time to do our own work,” I said.

“He’ll be grateful, but I’m not convinced he’ll be supportive of our flying around hunting,” Lara said. “He wants us to spend time away from his investigation exactly as much as Zenobia wants us to spend time away from hunting.”

“You’re right about that,” I said. “But Ned doesn’t have a choice since we really do need the money.”

“Money, the great motivator,” Lara said absently and then pulled her feet down from off the console in front of us, revealing a blinking blue light. “Also, I’ve been meaning to ask you what this is?”

“It means we’ve got a message. And let me know whenever you see lights flashing on the ship,” I admonished.

“Oh, yes, sir, and let me rub your feet while I’m at it,” she joked.

I let my face fall flat. “You know what I meant. A flashing light usually indicates something important,” I said. “But a foot massage does sound pretty good right about now.”

I lifted my leg in her direction.

“I’ll break that thing,” she said. “And who would even know how to contact the Buzzard?”

“Only one person I can think of,” I said and played the message.

“Hey, guys!” Libby’s excited voice said, and Lara exhaled in realization.

The Artificial Intelligence housed in a space station in a far corner of the universe had become one of our closest allies and stayed on the lookout for any relevant information for us. Since the Buzzard’s long-range communication was limited, Libby could only contact us when we were at places like the Conclave and she could piggyback on other arrays. Upgrading the communication system was another note on the long list of improvements I wanted to make to my ship. But, like with so many others, it would have to wait.

“Figured you guys would like to see what your friend inquisitor John Gregory has been up to recently,” Libby said, and the comm screen flickered to life, showing a video of the man dragging a woman in a white coat out of some kind of office building. “This doctor was discovered making augments for the elite on Emortium. Apparently, she’s part of a much larger ring, and there are rumors that some of her patients might even be Parliamentarians.

“Just more reasons for us to keep our heads down and off of the Inquisition's radar,” Libby said, pausing for a long moment. “Anyway, I hope you guys pop by and visit soon. I’m teaching Armond some new tricks, and I really think you guys will be jazzed about them. Bye.” She extended the e on bye for far too long, but it was nice to hear her voice. Even if she was the bearer of more bad news.

The more stories like this came out, the more the Consortium cracked down. Every time there was one, it felt like the noose around our neck was getting tighter.

“You think I will be jazzed about Armond’s new tricks?” Lara asked, snorting a laugh.

“I think if Ned had heard that, he would want to stay in his current state,” I joked.

“I expect you’re probably right,” Lara agreed.

“Ned?” I asked just to be sure.

“Error.”

Lara sighed. “I hate hearing that.”

“I feel worse every time,” I said. “It’s hard to believe how worried we are about somebody we’ve known for so short a period of time.”

“And somebody that’s just a code,” Lara added.

“He would tell you that we are all just code.”

Lara stared out the window for a moment. “Meeting him has really made me question everything I thought I knew about the universe.”

“You and me both.”

“I hope that Edwin is as good as Zenobia says,” Lara said, and I could hear the worry in her voice.

“He will be,” I said with a sense of assurance I didn’t feel.

Deactivating the Tidal Drive, we washed out of the gyre and into the space around the asteroid.

“I miss Ned right about now,” I noted, planning my trajectory for landing on the moving target.

I always considered myself an adept pilot, but it was a complicated endeavor to bring a starship down on a location that was both moving through space but also rotating slowly. A computer mind like Ned could calculate all the factors and adjust accordingly, but for me, I just had to use my skill and experience.

Tilting the Buzzard and thrusting forward, dropping down and avoiding the debris trail, I brought the mining facility into focus. The decommissioned series of structures had been abandoned by the Cunicular Corporation years earlier, and Edwin had made it his home. Zenobia had explained that he felt safer hurtling through space than staying still in any one location, and I understood. The more that we were on the move, the safer I felt, too.

As we neared, I could make out the red lights along the top of the domed barracks, the mine entrance, and the towering company office structure. Many other smaller domes were connected by a series of tunnels that we could make out as we got closer. I began descending toward the landing pad, when our comm channel opened.

A man’s face appeared, the top of his head covered by a leather hat with goggles pulled up and flaps hanging down around his ears. He had the appearance of someone time had aged well beyond his years, and he narrowed his eyes into the camera.

“Who goes there?” he demanded, leveling a finger in our direction.

“We are friends of Zenobia,” I told him. “She told us that she would inform you of our arrival.”

His face grew even more suspicious. “She told me that she would be sending somebody, but how do I know that somebody is you?”

“You get a lot of visitors out here?” Lara demanded.

I turned to look at her in surprise, but she didn’t return my gaze.

“No,” Edwin said. “I can’t say that I do.”

“Then Occam’s razor would suggest we are the people Zenobia sent,” Lara said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“I know that Zenobia sent somebody, you say that Zenobia sent you, and you are here in approximately the amount of time it would take to reach me from the Conclave,” he assessed. “Your reasoning is sound.”

“Right,” I said. “May we land?”

“Certainly,” he said but before I could breathe a sigh of relief, he added, “once you pass the test. Any friend of Zenobia shouldn’t have a problem with this.”

He reached out and tapped a few buttons, and I got ready to answer whatever questions he had for me. But that was not the kind of test he had in mind.

On the surface of the asteroid, one of the domed structures began to open, then three small ships shot out of the door and headed our way at high speed. Before I even had time to react, the first of them fired two beams directly at us.

I slammed the controls hard, much harder than I should, and dropped the Buzzard down and out of the way, simultaneously firing a volley of micromissiles from the forward-facing battery. The shots went wide but caused the three fighters to split.

“I’ll gun,” Lara announced, pulling the lever on the side of her chair and allowing it to slide along the track down the hallway and into the gunner’s seat, where she could fire on a swivel.

Flipping on the Buzzard’s shields, I continued to drop away, before banking hard to the portside.

More beams were fired into us and crackled against our shields erupting in splintering streaks all around.

The three fighter ships zipped past and were circling back. Accelerating forward, I attempted to create more distance and moved away from the asteroid’s surface, giving us space to maneuver. But the fighters were fast, much faster than the Buzzard.

Shield integrity began to drop as we were peppered with stronger beams. I picked a single fighter, zeroed in on it, and tried to follow. I sent another stream of micromissiles after it, but it rolled before rocketing right, avoiding my fire with ease.

Another of the fighters appeared from under us and passed just to the side of my missile range, before twisting in space and making right for us, our shields igniting in brilliant light that spiderwebbed across our vision.

I returned fire, but to no avail, sending another stream of the tiny rockets harmlessly out into space. But Lara had taken aim and returned fire expertly, shredding the side of the tiny ship and sending it crashing toward the surface.

“That just leaves two,” she called up to me.

But my eyes flashed down to the console before me. “Shield integrity at thirty two percent,” I hollered back.

“That low already? Maybe try to avoid fire from here on out,” she screamed back, and I answered by barrel-rolling the Buzzard, avoiding another round of beams.

Lara responded by squeezing off a volley of micromissiles. The first looked as though it was too far in front of the fighter, but it was going too fast to counterthrust in time, and the ship plowed into the line of projectiles before they could turn. Several slammed into the engine, ripping it apart and igniting its fuel cells and causing the small ship to explode.

“That’s quite enough,” Edwin said irritably through our comms. “You’ve made your point.”

“You sure you don’t want us to destroy that last ship to prove how good we are?” I said, annoyed in my own right. I didn’t like having to prove myself to anyone, and certainly didn’t like risking my life or losing my shields just to talk to the man.

“No, no,” he said in his high-pitched, nasal voice. “I am content with the proof provided.”

“Oh, well, we are so happy to know that you are content,” Lara said, her words dripping with sarcasm as she stepped into the cockpit and pushed her seat back into place beside mine.

The chairs had a little motor that could be activated to return to the cockpit, but it had long burned out, leaving us to push them back manually.

She locked it down and sat.

“It bodes well for our relationship that you are happy at my contentment,” Edwin said, not seeming to understand her tone.

Lara rolled her eyes, and I looked into the comms. “May we land now?”

“Most certainly,” Edwin said in a way that I thought he believed to be gracious. The landing pad began to blink with lights radiating inward down on the surface of the asteroid, and I piloted us in, the Buzzard shaking and bumping the whole way.

Activating the placemags, we locked to the pad just before a dome closed overhead, swallowing us and the ship, before blasting the space with oxygen.

I groaned as I stood, and Lara raised an eyebrow at me.

“You know we have painkillers on board, grandpa,” she said and smirked.

Stretching and cracking my back, I looked at her incredulously. “I’m a month older than you.”

“Whatever you say, old man,” she said, patting me on the cheek and smiling before heading toward the ramp and off the ship.
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I grabbed the cube that housed Ned, stuffed it in a bag, and followed Lara. When we reached the bottom of the ramp, Edwin was already there to meet us. In addition to a leather hat, he wore a lab coat that might have once been white, but those days were long gone. The coat was tied closed with a length of cabling, the ends frayed with raw metal jutting out, and it didn’t appear that he was wearing anything underneath. He had a thick glove on his right hand and a single slipper on his left foot.

“Greetings,” the man said.

Lara had seemed irritable since the “test,” so I stepped forward to do the talking.

“Hunter Spears,” I said, extending my hand. “And this is Hunter Kilara Vex.”

“I am Edwin,” he said, following it up with nothing and not taking my hand to shake. I dropped mine and waited a moment to see if he would speak. When he did not, I knew that I would be leading this entire conversation.

“Zenobia sent us because we are in desperate need of help from someone who is good with computers and who we can trust,” I said seriously, making sure the importance of my words was clear.

He looked at me in confusion. “Zenobia told me as much,” he said. “What is it that you need done?”

“Are you going to invite us in or something?” I asked.

“No.”

Once again, he said nothing more, and I was left to fill the space. “You greet all visitors with tests like that?”

“No,” he said, but this time he did elaborate. “You received the test because I believed your martial skill would prove an accurate metric by which I could judge if you were, in fact, an acquaintance of Zenobia. Most visitors are welcomed by many, many more of my ships,” he concluded with a hint of enthusiasm.

A friendly but clever smile crossed my face. “How do you pilot all those ships remotely?”

“I believe that is a leading question, and you know the answer. Or presume to know the answer,” he said, his tone suggesting only a hint of irritation at my question.

Even as we spoke, his mind seemed to be elsewhere. His eyes were pointed at me, and we were speaking, but the entire conversation felt as though he was completely absent. It vaguely reminded me of when I would try to get Lutch’s attention while he was having a conversation with one of his friends.

“Is my presumption correct?” I asked, knowing that if he admitted to using AI to pilot his ships, we would be on slightly more equal footing when I admitted that I needed help with Ned.

“Perhaps,” he said evasively.

I fixed him with a gaze and tried to see if I could pull his consciousness into the moment. “We are no friends of the Consortium and especially of the Inquisition. You are a friend of Zenobia, which means you are a friend of mine, so I would like to establish trust here and now.”

My words didn’t seem to land as he was still looking through me rather than at me. “Trust is unnecessary.”

That comment brought Lara into the conversation. “You just put us through a whole test because of trust.”

“Incorrect,” he said as a statement of fact. “I did that so as to prove the truth of your words, not as an exercise of trust.”

“Isn’t proving who we were proof enough. Given that we have a mutual friend?” Lara snapped back, and I turned to give her an admonishing look.

Ned’s life was in the balance. This was a friend of Zenobia, and Lara had always kept a calm demeanor under pressure. But right now, she was behaving uncharacteristically.

“You’re right,” I said to Edwin, interrupting the moment he was having with Lara. “We don’t need to establish trust here, but I would like to nevertheless. I’ll tell you plainly that we are here because our AI companion needs to be debugged, and we were told you might be able to help with that. Obviously, I don’t want you to ever repeat that information, and I hope that we can trust you.”

He cocked his head like a bird. “Why would I repeat this information?”

“I’m not saying you would,” I backtracked.

“You suggested I would,” Edwin said. “But I would not.”

“Good,” I said. “And we certainly wouldn’t say anything about who’s piloting your fighters either.”

“I didn’t think you were going to,” Edwin stated. “Though now I do.”

“I’m saying we wouldn’t,” I corrected, having a more difficult time communicating with him than I had anticipated. I was frustrated that Lara wasn’t any help at all.

“I see,” he said, sounding unconvinced.

“Do you think you can repair our AI or not?” Lara asked, saving me this time.

“I would have to examine it and run some diagnostics before I can accurately answer that question.”

I fished out the small cube that housed Ned’s consciousness and handed it over to Edwin, who examined it and, for the first time since I had met him, had a visible reaction. He smiled almost maniacally, his eyes growing wide with enthusiasm.

“This is Old War technology,” he said excitedly. Or, as excitedly as he seemed capable of.

“It is,” I affirmed, but he was already turning his back to me and hurrying toward the door.

“Come, come,” he said, shuffling forward into one of the clear top tunnels leading to another structure. As we stepped out after him, I looked out onto the surface of the asteroid.

It was as unremarkable a surface as I had ever seen. Gray and lifeless as far as the eye could see. Rocks of various sizes sat in endless heaps, and it was hard to believe that this was once a thriving mining colony.

The door opened on the far side of the tunnel, and we shadowed Edwin into a room that had undoubtedly once been the command center of the entire operation. Rows of desks had been pushed up against the wall and were now cluttered with electronic parts and pieces. On the far side of the room, three desks had been pushed side-by-side and now housed several computer monitors sitting on top of one another, all displaying various pieces of information that meant nothing to me. Bundles of cables were stretched across the floor, crisscrossing and intersecting in various places, making for a dangerous workspace.

Edwin hurried across to one of the workstations, easily avoiding the tripping hazards. Using his forearm, he pushed everything aside, sending the contents clattering to the floor. The scrapper in me hated to watch since Lutch had always taught me to respect the scrap because you never knew what hidden gem might be discovered.

He turned the cube over a few times before pulling it closer to his face and blowing on one small corner.

“Aha,” he exclaimed, picking at that side with a finger. Whatever his plan was didn’t seem to work, and he muttered something under his breath before moving to the next desk and picking up a small screwdriver.

“The most advanced technology in the universe, and it is still held together by a screw,” I observed with a chuckle.

“Amusing, isn’t it?” Edwin said and I was happy that we found common ground for the first time in this conversation.

After removing the tiny screw and peeling back one side of the cube, he set it down and ran some wires from where they connected to the pile of computers. Once he got them hooked up to Ned’s core, he hurried back, sat in the chair in front of the bank of monitors, and began to work.

“You’re just running the diagnostic?” I asked him, but my words fell on deaf ears. He was now completely engrossed in his work.

I turned to Lara. “What’s with you?”

“What?” she demanded as though she didn’t know what I was referring to, crossing her arms and tilting her head.

“You know what,” I whispered angrily, taking a step closer. “Ned’s life is in the balance, and you're acting like a pissed off kid.”

“Don’t tell me how to act,” she said, and I realized I was getting nowhere with this.

“I’m just surprised,” I observed. “This isn’t like you.”

“Oh, because you think you know me that well,” she said sarcastically.

I blanched. “Yes, I do. And all of this isn’t normal.”

She pointed a finger at me and took a step forward, as though she was going to yell something in my face, but no words came for a long moment.

“I think I’m just worried about Ned,” she finally admitted quietly.

I knew she was lying, that there was more to it than just her fears over Ned, but I also knew better than to press the issue at this exact moment. We would follow up with a conversation, and I would get to the root of this.

But now wasn’t the time.

“We need to work with him, and Ned is depending on us, so try to pull yourself together,” I said. A part of me expected her to level me with a quick kick to the solar plexus.

But, to my surprise, she dropped her head. “Right, I hear you.”

“Good.” And I turned back to Edwin, who was now fully immersed in what he was doing. “Zenobia was right,” I noted.

Lara nodded, but like Edwin, she now seemed to be somewhere else. So, I busied myself by poking around his tables without moving anything or damaging his belongings. He had some interesting pieces of technology: parts of weapons, chunks of rare elements, and various other valuable items that called out to my scrapper heart.

As I was gazing at one of the portable energy cells, I turned to see Edwin standing beside me.

“I believe I can fix it,” he asserted.

“Excellent,” I answered, offering a smile.

His brows furrowed. “That might be too effusive an answer.”

“I’m happy you’re willing to give it a try,” I amended, and he nodded.

“But it will take some time,” he explained. “The work will be complicated, and both the base program and the bug are much more advanced programming than much of anything that exists today.”

He turned to look at me with the odd shape of a smile. “It is also amusing that such ancient technology is more advanced than what we have now.”

“Yeah, that’s one hell of a thing,” I agreed. “To think where we would be technologically if we hadn’t banned everything.”

At this, Edwin’s face seemed to grow darker though and, as I was becoming accustomed to, he only allowed micro-expressions to cross his face. “Or the very technology that we created might have already destroyed us. We moved forward because it’s in our nature, but we paid for pushing progress unchecked. The Old War was a testament to man’s hubris.

“I will debug this technology for you, and while you have a point that we overcorrected and outlawed everything, you should not be so foolish as to think all of this technology should march forward unchecked.”

“I don’t,” I assured him and meant it.

“Then you are more wise than you appear,” he said. “All of the work that I do here posits one question. Where do we draw the line with technological advancements?”

“That’s what you’re working on?” Lara asked in surprise. “That’s what all this is about?”

“It is my life’s work,” Edwin stated. “I believe that the Consortium has gone too far, but I also understand why they don’t risk allowing any artificial life. The very fighters I use to guard my home could be hacked and turned on me, or glitch and turn on me, or, most distressing of all, can adapt their programming and choose to turn on me.”

“Can programming change like that?” I asked.

“Yes and no,” he said. “I expect that it’s too nuanced an answer to bother explaining to you, though.”

“You’re probably right,” I admitted.

“But know that there is much more to inorganic life than you might think,” he warned.

I had already come to understand the truth of what he was saying. “Trust me, I know. Gaining an understanding of the personality inside that little cube has been quite the eye-opening experience.”

“I don’t have a hard time believing that.”

“So, you said it will take some time,” I began. “How much time do you need?”

“And how much do you need?” Lara asked, cutting to the heart of it.

Edwin didn’t say anything for a long moment, as though he was considering how much to charge us. Unfortunately, we had no other choices and would pretty much have to pay whatever he demanded. Though, of course, we wouldn’t let him know that.

“You are bounty hunters, correct?” he eventually asked.

“We are,” I said cautiously.

“Then, rather than a monetary exchange, I will do my work in exchange for you doing yours.”
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“We can’t hunt bounties outside of an official capacity,” Lara interjected.

“I was under the impression that all of this work was outside the confines of normal, legal matters. Was I mistaken?” Edwin asked.

I had to give it to him, he had a point.

“I suppose we could run jobs outside of the confines of the Conclave in exchange for your discretion and work,” Lara said but I could tell she didn’t like it. Frankly, neither did I, but we didn’t have a choice.

“What do you need us to do?” I asked.

“I have come into conflict with a certain Conecian,” Edwin explained. “She has become a thorn in my side, and I would like to see her dealt with.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Dealt with?”

“Yes,” Edwin affirmed. “Dealt with.”

“We are not assassins,” Lara said through gritted teeth.

Edwin shook his head. “Nobody said assassinate,” he said, turning to me. “Did anyone say assassinate?”

I let out a long sigh. “It was strongly implied.”

“I believe I said to ‘deal with.’”

“And how we interpret that is our business?” I asked.

“Precisely,” he said, tilting his head and casting his eyes into shadow.

Lara grabbed my arm, jerking me away from Edwin. “May I speak to my counterpart for a moment?”

“Certainly.”

My old friend nearly dragged me from the room and out into the dome hallway overlooking the grayscale vista.

“Hank,” she scolded the moment the door closed behind us. “It’s bad enough that we are working outside of Conclave rules on this one, but we can’t kill someone without authorization. It’s outside of acceptable protocol to say nothing of the fact that it’s…”

“Wrong,” I filled in.

“Yes, that.”

“I know,” I said. “But we are also in a bad spot here and need help. We found one person in the universe who is actually qualified to do this job and is just as incentivized as we are not to get caught. I think that the fact that he won’t say exactly what he wants us to do benefits us.

“I say we agree to his terms and work out what ‘dealt with’ means once we reach the target. It’s the only way.”

“What if we get back here and he expects us to have killed her and we didn’t hold up our end of the bargain so he erases Ned?” Lara asked pointedly.

That gave me pause. I was so pleased by coming up with a clever workaround that I hadn’t considered the idea that this man held all the cards, and if we disappointed him, we’d be up a creek.

“We’ll just have to come up with a way to make sure that she’s both dealt with and we keep our honor intact,” I said.

“I know we don’t have any other choices, but I don’t like anything about this,” she said in that way that made it clear she was agreeing to my terms but wanted me to register her complaints now in case something went sideways.

“I don’t like anything about it either, but this is the offer we're being given, and we have to take it,” I asserted and turned before looking back. “But I promise we’ll find a way to do this right.”

I didn’t know if Lara believed my words any more than I did, but we both seemed to accept that this is the way things were.

I walked into the room, strode straight over to Edwin, and nodded. “She’ll be dealt with. What do we need to know?”

“You tell me,” Edwin said. “What do you need to know in order to get her?”

“Why don’t you just give us a little backstory and where you think we might be able to find her,” I said.

“The backstory is that we are professional rivals, she has been a thorn in my side for quite some time now and, most recently, sent a hitman to assassinate me. Some quid pro quo seems appropriate,” he explained. “As to where you can find her, that is not something I can tell you with any certainty. She was last spotted on Vygon, but it is not known if she is still there at the present.”

“What’s her name, and can you provide a physical description that’s more than she’s a Conecian?” Lara asked.

“Certainly,” Edwin said. “Her name is Satyn Stern.”

I held up my hands. “Wait, wait, wait. You’re telling me that your rival is named Satyn Stern?”

“Yes,” Edwin said without any sort of reaction. “It’s amusing because she has the same name as a character from a movie where the main character suffers a series of humiliations.”

I cracked a smile. “Yes, that’s precisely why it’s hilarious. There are billions of names out there and she’s not even human, but she has the same exact name as a character from the most popular teen comedy in… well, forever…”

“I thought the matters we were discussing earlier were more amusing than this,” Edwin said.

“And is completely irrelevant,” Lara added. “Can we get back to the matter at hand?”

“Satyn is my approximate height and build. Though, of course, she is a Conecian, so her skin is purple, and her eyes are much larger than that of a human. Additionally, she always keeps her hair blue with white tips and ties it up on the top of her head in such a way that it has the appearance of a fountain. She tends to dress herself in more utilitarian garb, not unlike yourself”— he pointed to me—“and keeps the company of disreputable ruffians. If you see a throng of cretins you would not want to meet in a dark alley, you will find Satyn at their center.”

Lara snorted. “Vygon is a huge planet, and there are several massive cities on the surface. I can’t go up to every disreputable looking group and ask about some lady who pissed you off.”

“This is an apt statement,” Edwin assessed without a hint of irritation. He was so even keeled that I wondered if it was simply how he was or how he acted, and if this whole persona was a deception. Only wearing one glove and one shoe gave the appearance of absentmindedness, but perhaps that was the image he was trying to foster.

For the first time since we had been talking, I began to study the man, watching the way his eyes moved and the small twitches of his face and fingers when he spoke. Behind his absent gaze, I could see the fierce intelligence of a man that I hoped could debug Ned. Or perhaps I was seeing what I needed to see in that moment because I wanted it to be true.

“She frequents The Library in Vygon City,” he said.

“The Library?” I asked. “That doesn’t sound too disreputable.”

Lara chuckled. “The Library is one of the most notorious black markets in the universe.”

“Yes, that,” Edwin confirmed. “Satyn is more than happy to traffic in any good, no matter how potentially deadly or harmful, as long as she can make a profit.”

“I’m surprised she hasn’t appeared on the bounty board before,” Lara noted.

Edwin’s shoulders twitched in an approximation of the smallest shrug the universe had ever known. “Though I deign to compliment her, she is one of the better black-market dealers who, to my knowledge, has never been caught.”

“Things just got interesting,” Lara said, and even though she had dismissed me during our brief talk, she seemed more present than she’d been a moment earlier.

Edwin looked at her in confusion. “By any standard, the two of you bringing me an artificial intelligence to debug in exchange for some off-the-books bounty hunter work was already well within the definition of interesting.”

“Even more interesting, then,” I put in before Lara could speak.

Edwin just stared at the two of us.

“I guess we have enough to go on,” I said for no other reason than to break the silence.

“I don’t understand why you haven’t left already,” Edwin said.

I stepped over the serpentine series of cables on the floor as we made our way back out the tunnel. When we reached the door, I turned back to see that Edwin had already come back to his desk and was working on Ned’s cube.

“Guess he’s not big on goodbyes,” I joked to Lara, though she didn’t answer and didn’t speak again until we were back on the Buzzard and in a gyre on the way to Vygon.

Once we were, I cleared my throat in the unsubtle way of somebody who wants to have a conversation.

“What?” she asked, and I couldn’t quite read her tone.

“What happened back there?”

She tapped a nail irritably on her armrest. “We already had this conversation.”

“Sure, we had the conversation inasmuch as I asked the question and you gave me some cock and bull answer.”

“I am worried about Ned,” she said as though it explained everything.

Her defenses were up, and I knew I had to try to broach the subject in a way that didn’t anger her but gave her the space to actually talk about whatever was going on.

“I’m worried about Ned too,” I said, leaning back in the pilot’s chair. “But that’s not all it was. Something happened when he sent those ships after us, and I’m interested to know what it was.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Lara said defensively.

I tried to look her in the eyes, but she was avoiding my gaze. “It does matter. If we are to be working together, it’s important to know what makes the other tick. If there’s something about AI fighters that gets under your skin, I want to know about it. Or if there’s some way you don’t like your pancakes in the morning, you should tell me. Or if there’s some other little tidbit of information that might make the difference between life and death in a combat scenario, we should have a dialogue about it.”

“I mean, if I’m totally honest,” she said quietly, “I would like for you to start making pancakes in the morning.”

She turned and smiled at me. “But, really, it’s nothing.”

“Can I take a guess?”

She rolled her eyes. “Shoot.”

“It has something to do with the hunter who trained you,” I said, knowing it was risky to talk about him that openly. Lara had explained a little bit about what happened after I got adopted by Lutch and she was taken in by this hunter but had never said anything more and was intentionally, even aggressively, evasive about the subject. “I know that is something you don’t like to talk about, and you don’t have to get into any specifics, but am I right that something about the situation struck a nerve?”

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat before finally opening her mouth to speak, though no words materialized for a long moment.

“You’re more perceptive than I remember you being as a kid,” she said finally.

“Nah, don’t give me too much credit.” I waved her away. “This one’s just obvious.”

“I suppose it is,” she allowed. “And you’re right, it has to do with Syn Kel Kal.”

It was the first time she had ever said the man’s name in front of me, and even though there were any number of questions that I wanted to ask her, I simply sat and waited for her to continue. Which she did.

“I don’t know what life was like for you when Lutch first took you in, but the life of a child assisting a bounty hunter was not easy. In order to get me up to speed quickly, Syn began putting me through a series of tests to sharpen my skills. I learned more during that period than I have in the rest of my life, but it was brutal and exacting, and if I made a mistake, I would have to repeat the test again. And again. And again. Failure was not an option because to him, failure meant death.

“It wasn’t until I was much older that I saw the reason he trained me so hard was because he knew that he wouldn’t always be there to protect me and wanted to prepare me for the world. But as a kid, it was horrible. I would spend my days thinking that I was a failure until I would finally collapse in my cot in the cargo hold, only to be awakened a few hours later to start the process all over again. I was happy to have someone take me in, happy to have left Bussel, but I went from one tough life to another. So, when Edwin threw that test at us, I guess it did, as you say, strike a nerve.”

“I had no idea,” I said. “Things were different for me when Lutch took me in. He expected me to work hard and was certainly a ballbuster, but we also had fun. He pretty much just raised me like the father I always wanted because his demons were… self-destructive…”

“Drink?” she asked.

I shook my head and pretended to roll some dice.

“Oh,” she said. “I never really understood gambling. If I’m going from having money to not having money, I want to get something out of it, like a meal, or a drink.”

“Lara, I can’t tell you how many times I had thoughts like that,” I admitted. “How many times my heart broke because I didn’t understand why he was doing that to himself, but eventually, I came to accept that it wasn’t a conscious decision on his part. So, as much as it hurt me, I couldn’t be mad at him because it would’ve been like hating him for having cancer.”

“That’s mature of you,” Lara said. “And meanwhile, I’m over here getting pissed off because some client used the word ‘test’ with us.”

“I guess we all react to our scars differently,” I said.

“I guess that’s why we were such a good team as kids. You can stay calm and see everything, and I let my passions turn into actions,” she said.

“It’s why we're a good team now, too.”

“You’re right,” she agreed. “Though I shouldn’t have gotten so bent out of shape. It’s a good thing you were there to deal with him.”

“Worked out fine in the end,” I said. “And anyway, it gave us an excuse to have this conversation.”

“I suppose it did,” she said, sounding grateful.

“But I do have one follow-up question,” I told her.

She looked at me seriously. “What?”

I cracked a smile. “You play Warhero cards?”
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Vygon was a testament to what the unbridled influx of money can do for a planet. Massive free parking structures for starships topped the huge mega buildings squeezed together on an island surrounded by deep blue waters peppered with pleasure yachts. Holographic billboards gleamed down on the city, advertising every kind of luxury one could imagine.

Traffic was heavy, and we had to wait in a long queue before descending to the lot by The Library, one of the larger structures amidst the forest of glittering glass fronted buildings.

“I’ll admit, when I heard ‘black market.’ I imagined something different,” I told Lara as we stepped into our gear. With my workman’s pants, a converted toolbelt, and heavy jacket over a hard chest plate, I was the perfect picture of a scrapper turned bounty hunter. Lara, on the other hand, looked every bit the part. With her tight tactical stealth suit, utility belt full of tools, traps, and weapons, and the black mask with red eyes, she appeared as intimidating as she was.

“Just wait until you see the market itself,” she said, and I found that I was actually excited.

“Can’t wait,” I admitted.

Lara shot a look back at me over her shoulder before stepping down the ramp, and I wondered what face she was making under the mask.

I moved in beside her, and we left the lot for a bank of escalators heading down into The Library. More holograms moved above the staircase as we descended, and I got my first taste of why Lara may have questioned my enthusiasm. As an ad for some kind of alcoholic drink (or other mind-numbing liquid) dissipated, it faded into an advertisement for a special high-powered rifle that fired a shard of a highly illegal compound (found on a now-quarantined planet) that would melt and instantly shut off the nervous system of nearly any living thing.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

Lutch and I had once come across shell casings from one of these rifles, and, seeing them, he had grabbed me up and carried me from the site, telling me to wait in the Buzzard. He continued the whole rest of the job himself and only spoke again once we were in our gyre and leaving the site.

“About what happened back there,” he said to me, looking down at me from the captain’s chair. “There are some things worse than illegal.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, too young to understand exactly what he meant.

He paused, trying to formulate a way to explain this to a thirteen-year-old human. “Many things are illegal under universal law because, as a society, we’ve deemed them wrong for one reason or another. But there are some things that are absolutely wrong. The weapon we discovered back there was one of those, and the reason I had you wait in the ship for as long as I did was because I needed to dismantle it completely.”

I nodded my understanding but knew better than to speak when he was on a roll like this.

“I know we're strapped for cash at the moment, and a weapon like that could have brought us enough money to get us through to the next job, no problem. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it because I refuse to sell a weapon such as that, something capable of killing so carelessly and with such ease, shouldn’t exist… and certainly shouldn’t make it into the wrong hands. Resh would either turn around and sell it to someone even worse, or, more troubling, give it to one of his men, who would carry it around our planet.”

He paused, letting out a long exhalation.

“So, I couldn’t do it,” he continued. “I removed a few key components and I’ll toss them all in the incinerator when we return home. I’ll keep eating Bussel Beans for the foreseeable future knowing that I made the universe a slightly safer place. Or, a less unsafe place, anyway.”

At the time, all I heard was that we were going to be eating beans rather than what we could have afforded had he sold the weapon, but as I saw the ad flashing in my face while we descended into the market, the memory screamed in my mind.

If something which Lutch took so seriously was being sold so casually here, what else would they have to offer?

After reaching the bottom of the moving stairs, we stepped out into a brightly lit corridor of shops that seemed to stretch on indefinitely. The first shop sold cages of various makes and sizes designed to hold different species from across the universe. The second, explosives of such magnitude that the cases holding them were likely just as valuable due to the rare minerals they used. Next, animals captured from their home planets and smuggled here because they were cute, or glowed or were scary or interesting in some other way, were housed in stacked crates behind protective energy fields.

Continuing down the line in this surreal, illegal shopping mall, I couldn’t help but wonder if there were shops selling AI around here or if there was a back-alley doctor behind one of these storefronts doing cybernetic augmentations.

Moving in close to Lara, I whispered my question. “Anything here the Inquisition would be interested in?”

“No,” she answered unequivocally. “This place exists because it is the kind of illegal that the Consortium can handle. The Sectoral Governor turns a blind eye in exchange for sizable campaign donations, and everyone is happy. But if it were to be found out that someone here was doing something that John Gregory would take an interest in, things would change for all parties involved.”

“I see,” I said, my gaze moving down the hall to where a large group of people were gathered. Everyone here was dressed in their planet’s version of finery: humans in pressed suits, Kyrogg in colorful battle robes, and Vekrass with their fur washed, combed, and even dyed in a few cases.

“This place really is like no black market I’ve ever been to,” I said as we approached the crowd.

“Right. Welcome to how the other half live,” Lara said.

“What’s this?” I asked, gesturing around.

She spoke quietly as we approached the group of people who I realized were milling around a large, open store with all kinds of tactical gear and antique weapons. It looked like a military museum where everything was for sale, but there was also a cafe on one end of the deep storefront from which I could smell coffee and pressed sandwiches, in addition to the kinds of substances other species enjoyed.

I pushed through all the folks drinking coffee and talking and browsing to the back of the store or, more accurately, a store/gathering place. There, a boxy, green four-wheeled vehicle sat beside the café designed to look like an ancient military command structure. Wooden planks with maps lacquered to the surface were set on top of stacks of bricks and rubble. A canvas tent stretched over the Vekrass barista making coffees at the machine cleverly tucked behind some boxed ammo.

The rodent-like employee looked strange in green fatigues and metal helmet, his tail protruding from the bottom of one of his pant legs and clawed hands and feet unable to be contained by traditional gloves or boots.

He spoke to me in a language I didn’t recognize before I shook my head at him, and he tried again.

“What are your orders, sir?” he asked, but it sounded more like a demand.

“Coffee. Black.”

He gave a quick salute before scurrying back to get my drink. I pushed through the store so quickly that I now realized I had left Lara behind, and I turned to see if I could spot her. But the place was mobbed, and she had undoubtedly gone a different direction. I assumed it was to meet with some contact or continue the investigation in her own way.

The smell of the black coffee struck me before I even saw the cup sitting beside where I was leaning, and I turned back to the Vekrass, who was staring at me expectantly. I picked up the coffee, held it up to my nose, and smiled, but it only lasted a moment before I saw the price he was charging and then I wanted to throw the scalding beverage in his face.

He seemed to notice my reaction, and a smile of schadenfreude crossed his long snout. “Anything else?” he asked.

I was about to shake my head no before I thought better of it. “Do you happen to know a Satyn Stern?”

“Maybe,” he said and squatted a moment before fishing out a piece of paper and setting it on the counter in front of me. It, in keeping with the theme, was designed to look like old-time command orders, printed on yellowing paper in a faded type set. I scooped up the paper to read what it was and nearly guffawed.

Listed in the same way as the coffee and sandwiches on the chalkboard leaning against boxes of “stolen art,” it had a menu of information that could be purchased. This was, after all, a black market, but there was something about the casual way information was being commoditized that I found amusing.

Running my finger down the options, I saw “Location of an asset,” listed with a price. I couldn’t believe how much they charged, but I also didn’t want to waste any time. Ned was counting on us, and I just wanted to get this over with and get him back debugged.

“Fine,” I groaned with a nod. “I’ll pay.”

He extracted the funds from my account and smiled again. “She’s just right there,” he said and pointed in the direction of one of the small crowds, this one gathered around a very abstract black and white painting depicting a city being bombed. A man shifted positions and revealed the purple skinned woman wearing the fashionable attire of someone who should be admiring art.

Wearing a robed dress with billowing sleeves and a cape, and with meticulously applied makeup and hair so stylized that it could have been on a poster, she looked nothing like what Edwin had suggested. Except for the hair, which was done up in such a way as to look like a fountain and seemed to glimmer so that it had the appearance of flowing water.

I turned back to the barista in disdain. “She was just standing there,” I growled, but he was already turning away from me, chuckling to himself.

I was tempted to go confront her myself, but I thought better of it, opting instead to push my way back out into the assembled people, looking for Lara. As I moved through the bodies and scanned the crowd, I thought I caught a glimpse of a young woman with red hair staring at me. The vision made my heart stop for a moment, but when I looked back she was gone, and I saw Lara.

Standing beside a wax sculpture of a man waving a cowboy hat as he rode a bomb, my old friend was talking to a person completely enshrouded from head to toe in a black robe, a long, pointed mask jutting out from under the cowl.

They were speaking in hushed tones but grew silent when I approached.

The hooded figure squawked something before bowing, making an exit, and moving away up the long corridor.

“My friend says he’ll get his network mobilized and to scour the city for Satyn,” Lara informed me.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “She’s just right over there,” I said, pointing in the direction of the elegant looking woman.

Lara glanced over before her head snapped to stare daggers at her friend receding down the hall.

“You better run!” she called after the person that she had just moments before believed was a confidant. “I'll get that money back the next time I see you!”

I smirked down at her. “Kilara Vex, one of the most feared bounty hunters in the universe…”

“Shut it,” she snapped.

“Played for a fool while her target stood just a few meters away,” I continued, utterly amused.

She pulled her arms across her chest. “Seriously.”

“You see, it’s funny because you’re supposed to be this great bounty hunter and meanwhile⁠—”

I was cut off by a quick punch to the shoulder, hard enough to twist my body.

“You quite done?” she snarled.

Chuckling, I answered, “I mean, I was good to go for a while longer, but I suppose I can call it.”

“That would be advisable.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you’re no fun?”

She shook her head and started walking in the direction of our target. “I’m fun…”

Satyn looked up as the two of us approached and offered a broad smile as though she was greeting old friends, then she lifted a hand and gestured for us to join her. At the move, the people around her, equally adorned in their art-gallery finest, moved aside, allowing us to sidle in.

“Greetings, new friends,” she said with such a natural effect that it was hard not to take an instant liking to her.

“Satyn Stern?” I asked.

“You found me,” she said, placing both hands against her heart and tilting her head. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“That depends,” I answered.

“I see,” she said as though it was the most intriguing mystery she’d ever heard in her life. “I take it from your attire that you’re here on business. Would you prefer we went somewhere a bit more discreet?”

“That would be best,” I answered quickly, and she gave a quick nod to the people she’d been speaking with, before turning and sashaying toward the far side of the room. She didn’t slow down as she approached the wall, then she stepped right into a massive picture frame and through the hologram designed to look like a painting.

We followed her through and emerged into a lounge with circular tables surrounded by big black leather chairs. Here, the conversations were all drowned out by the crooner singing his upbeat song at the far side of the room to an audience completely engrossed in their own discussions.

Satyn gestured toward the table, and we all sat.

“I’m afraid you have me at a loss,” she said. “You seem to know who I am, and I haven’t the faintest idea of who you are.”

“I’m Spears and this is⁠—”

“Kilara Vex,” Lara finished for me.

At the mention of the name of a bounty hunter, Satyn’s left eye twitched for just a moment, but her smile never faltered. “So, you were sent by my husband?”
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“Your husband?” I asked, not entirely surprised. Though he had never said it, I wasn’t shocked that this was personal. Honestly, I was more taken aback by the fact that he had gotten a woman like this to marry him.

“Yes,” Satyn affirmed. “Am I correct in assuming that Edwin sent you? Of my enemies, he’s the only one brazen enough to hire a bounty hunter and send them after me.”

At that moment, I decided that from here on out, I would stop by Libby’s whenever I got a bounty and learn as much as I could about them. I didn’t want to walk into another conversation like this without knowing full well who the target was.

“We can’t say who sent us,” Lara stated, and that was an unofficial policy. Unless the people who hired you specifically wanted to make themselves known, the person who hired a hunter was kept confidential.

“You don’t have to,” Satyn said with a light chuckle. “I know it was Edwin, and I’m sure it’s because of that little stunt I pulled to get his attention.”

“Little stunt?” I asked. “He said you sent a hitman after him.”

Lara clicked her tongue quietly, obviously disapproving of what I had just confirmed but Satyn, she laughed a genuine, hearty laugh and turned to hold up three fingers to a waiter, indicating that we needed drinks. Rather than having four fingers and a thumb, Conecians had three fingers and two thumbs, which were used for gripping the tall trees of their home planet.

“A hitman?” she repeated, still laughing and flushing a bright violet. “I sent a process server to his little base of operations, and the man was nearly killed for it.”

This was getting worse by the minute.

“You’re telling me that you never tried to have him killed?” I asked.

Still smiling, she shook her head, the fountain of hair on her head shimmering. “I tried to get a divorce, but I don’t know if that warrants sending famous bounty hunters after me.”

Unlike Satyn, I knew that flattery wouldn’t get her anywhere with Lara, but she seemed to pick up on it quickly and continued to talk.

“He sent his little ships to intercept us and nearly blasted my representative out of the sky. I understand that he’s mad at me, but something like that just makes no sense. I can serve him in absentia. And I’m not sure how much he’s paying you, but I’m sure it’s more than he will get in the divorce—if it’s money he’s worried about.”

The waiter in a full tuxedo set down three square glasses containing some brown liquid on the rocks. Satyn nodded and made a gesture that I assumed meant to put it on her tab before taking a sip. I did the same, trying to figure out a way that we could resolve the situation.

Satyn seemed far more reasonable than her… apparently husband… but he had Ned, and we needed Edwin to do his work. So, I did what I always did when I needed time to process a situation and tried to keep the woman talking. Luckily, she seemed inclined to do so.

“I have to ask,” I began, but before I could even pose the question, Satyn interjected.

“He’s brilliant.”

“Pardon?” I asked.

She raised an eyebrow at me from over her glass and took a slow sip before answering. “You are going to ask me why the two of us were together, correct? Because, having met both of us, you’ll undoubtedly have noticed that we are outwardly very different, and you are wondering why we coupled up. Is that right?”

Smiling, I tapped a finger against the table. “You got it.”

“Well, to answer that question, all I have to say is, he’s brilliant.” She took another slow sip of her drink before leaning back and smiling thoughtfully, flashing two extended front teeth. “He was young when I met him, and, yes, he was always odd, but he was sweet, too. On the rare occasion that he would actually remember we had set a date to go out, he wouldn’t bring me flowers or chocolates, but instead, a piece of art that he drew when he thought of me or a hastily written song that he thought sounded like my voice, or poem comprised entirely of words that start with S because my name does.

“The things that other people found off-putting, I found charming. And soon, he had, as they say, swept me off my feet. I asked him to marry me, and he reluctantly agreed. I say reluctantly because he was a man married to his work first and foremost.

“Though, I, too, have been accused of putting my work before all other things.”

“And what work is that?” I asked.

She shrugged, the fabric of her sleeves moving gently. “I help people acquire that which they desire most.”

“That’s one hell of a flowery way of saying black-market dealer,” Lara put in.

And even though all three of us knew it was bull, it sounded utterly genuine. “I suppose it is. But your way of putting it is so crass and doesn’t speak to my acumen.”

“Edwin also said that you dress in a utilitarian style,” Lara continued. “And from the looks of you, I would say anything but.”

“He sees anything that is not a lab coat as exactly the same,” Satyn chuckled. “Edwin’s world is broken into two parts: his work, and what he calls chaos and noise. He wishes to ignore the latter as much as he can. And does.”

“That tracks,” I admitted. “Even while I was talking to him, his mind seemed to be elsewhere.”

“His mind is always elsewhere,” she said, but now her voice was quiet and distant.

I leaned forward and put my elbows against the table. “Was his work the thing that caused the rift between the two of you?”

She seemed to consider my words, and as she did so, I considered our options. Killing her had always been out of the question, but having now met her, it wasn’t even within the realm of possibilities. She did a job that was technically illegal, and the two of us could arrest her on behalf of the Consortium, bring her in, and hope that Edwin considered that “dealt with.”

But I wasn’t sure that would count for him.

We could, of course, ask her to fake her own death, but that seemed like a long shot. And anyway, I had a hard time believing that she would want to do it for free, and we had very little to offer her.

I planned to keep her talking as I mulled this over but hoped that Lara was coming up with something, since I seemed to be plumb out of ideas.

“It was more than just his work that came between us, but admittedly, the research that he’s doing did have something to do with it… Did he tell you what he’s working on?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

When she did, I couldn’t help but be struck by how similar Conecians were to humans. The atmosphere of their planet was so similar to that of Earth that they adapted in so many similar ways. This was exemplified by various species in the universe, but the fact that she looked almost exactly like a human spray-painted purple was remarkable.

“We know what he’s working on,” I said, making the implication clear in my words.

“I assumed as much,” she muttered. “The man needs to be more careful with what he says and to whom.”

“Neither of you have to worry. We aren’t going to say anything to anyone,” I assured her before finishing my drink. As I was about to set it down, I noticed the waitress looming just beside me, a replacement sitting on the tray in her hand.

“I believe you,” she said with an easy smile. “But it’s not you that I am worried about. It is the next you. I worry about whatever person goes to talk to him and discovers what he’s doing. He might be able to keep government flunkies off his doorstep, but if the skin-rippers come for him, there won’t be anything he can do.”

“You’re showing a surprising amount of concern for somebody who sent two bounty hunters after you,” Lara pointed out.

Satyn shrugged. “I still love the man. And he only sent you here because he believed I was trying to have him killed.”

“That does beg the question of what we do now,” Lara said, cutting to the chase since she clearly had come up with as few answers as I had.

“I’ll just pay you whatever he was going to pay you, and you can be on your way,” Satyn suggested as though it was the most obvious answer. And, given the fact that she didn’t know that Edwin was doing a job for us, it was.

“Not how it works,” Lara said. “A Hunter can’t accept payment from their target once they’ve accepted a job.”

“I see.” The woman sounded fascinated by everything Lara said.

I had never met a person so natural in my life. I was sure she was lying through her teeth for some part of this conversation, but I couldn’t tell when because of how light and easy her affect was.

“Can you terminate the contract?” Satyn asked. “As I said, I excel at finding people what they want, and I’m sure I would be able to find you something that would tickle your fancy.”

“Can’t take deals like that either,” Lara said flatly.

Satyn took another sip of her drink, the ice clicking against her glass. “We seem to be at an impasse,” she said finally.

Nobody spoke for a long moment until Satyn put her glass down and leaned in close, fixing us with her large eyes.

“I know you said you can’t take deals, but I also know that Falconers have needs too. The two of you have good heads on your shoulders and must know better than to want to get in the middle of a family squabble. Let’s find a way to make a deal that works for all of us.”

Before Lara could reject the offer, I spoke. “What do you have in mind?”

“We are all adults here and know how the world works,” Satyn said quietly, but still with her unflappably friendly tone. “Perhaps we can change things around and fudge some numbers just a bit. I would be happy to procure whatever all three of you would require in exchange for simply dropping the bounty. I believe I could make it worth your while to bend the rules this one time, and I would be happy to make myself scarce for a while afterward. Of course, I would prefer if, for a little bit of bonus incentive, you would deliver my divorce papers to Edwin.”

When she had finished speaking, and before we even had time to answer, she stood and flashed another grin at us. “Let me give you two some time to mull it over. If I know anything, it’s that a rushed buyer will either make a bad decision or no decision at all.”

She walked away, elegant even in the way she moved, and I turned to Lara.

“We can’t take her offer,” she said immediately.

I nodded. “What can we do?”

“I don’t know,” Lara answered. “This was why I didn’t want to take a job like this in the first place. Were we on a proper bounty, the answer would be easy: we just take her in no matter what. But because we’re doing this outside of Conclave rules, we came here without a plan, and Edwin is already working on Ned, we are shit out of luck.”

“What if we take her deal and just try to get Edwin to see reason?”

She shook her head.

“I know it’s not the way things are done, but this job is unofficial, so we don’t have to work in an official way,” I suggested.

“You’re still thinking like a scrapper,” Lara said. “Maybe the Guild lets you play fast and loose with the rules, but the Conclave is not like that. And I don’t want to get a reputation for doing things the wrong way. And neither should you. You’re just starting out, and what you’re suggesting is a bad foundation for a career.”

“We can ask her to fake own death,” I joked, having exhausted all my other ideas.

Lara cocked her head. “Think she’d go for it?”

I couldn’t help but laugh, the second drink now starting to course through my system. “That’s the plan you take to?” I asked in astonishment.

“I suppose I’m starting to feel desperate,” Lara admitted. “We need to get Ned back, but we made a mistake in taking this job, and now I don’t see a good way out.”

I thought about what she had just said. Maybe I was thinking like a scrapper rather than a bounty hunter. Having spent my whole life picking over the remains of scrap sites, I had never been forced to make tough decisions or figure out clever solutions to difficult problems. Or, at least, not like this.

But when all was said and done, the one thing Lutch always taught me to value was doing what was right. In a case like this, I wasn’t sure there was any morally right answer, but there was one thing…

“We just take her in,” I said.

“What?”

“We take her to Edwin,” I said. “He can deal with her in whatever way he had planned, and we keep our end of the bargain. We are bounty hunters, right? We find people who need to be found and bring them in.”

“He’ll probably kill her, or worse,” Lara said, but she wasn’t arguing the point. Rather, she seemed to be informing me in case I didn’t realize.

“I don’t think he will once they’re in a room together, but that’s their business. She might be a nice enough person, but she’s also a black-market dealer. Who knows what she would be willing to provide us if we asked. In the end, we made a deal, and if we see no other solutions, we can just hold up our end of the bargain.

“Ned is the priority here. We accepted a job, so we see it through. Off the books or not.”

Lara didn’t say anything for a long moment and then she bobbed her head slowly.

“I’m impressed,” she said sincerely.

“Why’s that?”

“Because you're starting to think like a bounty hunter,” she explained. “It’s not always going to be easy, and sometimes you are going to be put in what feels like impossible situations. But you keep your head and come up with a solution. Like you just did.”

I wanted to say how odd it felt to be starting over and learning something so new when I had already established my life as a scrapper, but now wasn’t the time to wax philosophic about life changes. Instead, we needed to arrest the black-market dealer.

Looking around the bar, I spotted Satyn chatting with a man holding a tray with a glimmering cloche on top. She caught my eye, said goodbye to her friend, and rejoined us at the table.

“Have you considered my offer?” she asked, sitting down and looking back and forth between us.

“We have,” I told her after finishing my drink and setting it down. “And we cannot accept it.”

“That’s too bad,” she said, and for the first time, her voice was completely devoid of the friendliness I had come to expect.

“But we have a counteroffer for you,” I said, and her eye twitched.

Her face flashed in bright light for a moment, and the table in front of me splintered apart before I felt the searing pain of the particle shot.
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My vision went white, and the noise of the world around me was dampened.

I was shocked and in shock. More than anything, I wanted to unholster my stomper and put a bullet between Satyn’s eyes, but when my hands moved, they clutched at my chest, putting pressure on the wound.

I had been shot at before but never shot, and this had all happened so fast. My mind was trying to catch up with the reality of what had just happened. Rage, surprise, and confusion crashed around in my mind.

The Conecian jumped up and then sprang away. Lara was pinned beside me in the booth but tried to stand, knocking into the table that was bolted to the floor.

She awkwardly pulled out her sidearm and squeezed off a shot at Satyn, but I couldn’t tell if it hit. I heard screams and saw a commotion before looking down to see the smoldering hole in my chest plate. I coughed and tasted iron.

“This isn’t good,” I said, unsure if it was aloud or in my head. My eyes rolled to Lara, and I watched her look toward the door, then back at me and over to where the woman was escaping.

“We have to get you out of here.” She moved closer to me and shifted so her shoulder was under my arm, then helped me to my feet.

“I got shot,” I said, my vision shifting in and out of focus.

Lara grunted, heaving me forward toward the door. Waiters scattered out of our way, and patrons stared.

“Think this happens a lot here?” I asked, feeling the blood trickle down and seep into my waistline.

“Yes,” Lara grunted. I was able to walk, but my feet were unsteady, and every now and again I would stutter-step, needing my friend to keep me up. “I’m sure this happens all the time.”

When we emerged through the painting and back into the café, a few people looked up, but most everyone seemed unfazed by the sight of a bounty hunter carrying a gutshot friend through the space.

“Anyone here a doctor?” Lara called out, but all we got in reply was people averting their eyes. If their species had eyes.

“No doctors on Vygon,” the Vekrass called from behind his table, and the message was clear: take your bleeding friend and get out of here.

Pushing forward, we made our way out into the core door that led back up to the Buzzard, but when we did, one of the people that Satyn had been talking to stepped out in front of us, a dozen paces away. Apparently, they were going to finish what their boss had started.

Slowly, they produced two long blades from within their fashionable attire. As they did, I reached down. I might be wounded, but I wasn’t out of the fight entirely, and I released my stomper. Pointing it forward, I pulled the trigger a few times.

The weapon discharged, exploding loudly and sending the three bullets down the hallway in the direction of our new enemy. They all struck the wall just beyond her and to the left, doing no damage at all. A few pieces of drywall crumbled and fell to the ground.

Our attacker laughed, narrowing her eyes and preparing to make her move. Just as she was about to charge, a throng of security guards appeared between us, materializing as if from nowhere and running in from every direction. Clad in the same black tactical gear that I saw for sale on a rack just beyond them, they formed a line between the two of us, holding up weapons threateningly.

“We’ll have none of that here,” their leader barked from under a visored helmet.

“None of that?” Lara snapped back. “A bounty hunter was shot right under your noses.”

“We’re not here to get involved in personal affairs.” The man’s brusque answer told us everything we needed to know. “But we will prevent a shootout in the middle of the mall.”

“I see how it is,” Lara snarled at them. “Guessing you don’t have a medic available for my friend?”

“Can’t get involved in that either,” he said. “Liability and all that.”

“Well,” I groaned. “I’m bleeding out over here, so do you think you could at least get out of our way?”

The column of security officers separated, pushing Satyn’s ally aside and granting us passage. Once they did, we began moving again. It didn’t feel like we had walked very far on the way out, but now, heading back to the ship as I was slowly dying, it felt like an eternity. And it was also possible that I was dying quickly and just didn’t know it yet.

Blood squished in my sock as we neared the escalator, and the burning sensation radiating from my ribs was getting worse.

“I thought this armor was supposed to prevent things like this,” I groused, feeling the liquid increasing in my mouth and then spitting blood onto the pristine white floor.

“Without the armor,” Lara grunted, “you’d be dead.”

“I still might die.” I wasn’t entirely sure it was a joke.

She tensed under my arm, urging me to move faster. “Not on my watch, you won’t.”

“Thanks for helping me with this,” I said when she pushed me onto the escalator.

“Don’t,” she said angrily. “Don’t thank me.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you got shot,” she said in a voice that sounded like it wanted to be a scream that she was suppressing. “I’m supposed to be the one who notices stuff like that.”

“You couldn’t have known,” I said. “I mean, I wish you had, but there was no way you could have thought she was going to shoot me after that conversation.”

“No,” she corrected. “That is the naïve thinking of a scrapper. The mentality of a bounty hunter should be more alert. I should never have been taken unawares like that. I’m better than that!”

“Lara,” I said, looking down at her, pain surging through my body in waves. “You can’t blame yourself for me getting shot in the middle of a restaurant during a talk.”

“I can and I will.” She didn’t say anything else for a moment as we rode upward toward the parking lot, and my eyes drifted back to the advertisements that I had gawked at on the way down.

I didn’t know what else to say to her. She was angry, and I understood why. The name Kilara Vex meant something to her, and she prided herself on making as few mistakes as possible. While none of this was her fault, I could appreciate why she was upset. When I first met Zenobia, the two women had explained to me that a bounty hunter needed to always be prepared because the situation could change so rapidly.

I had believed that they were probably exaggerating and also that scrappers had to be equally prepared. While the salvage sites didn’t shoot back, they did collapse or were infested or booby-trapped, and you could not let your guard down there either. But now, I appreciated what they had been saying.

The situation with Satyn had shifted faster than I could blink. One moment, I had believed we had the leg up, that we were going to take her in without much incident and get Ned back easily. The next moment, I was being rushed from the planet, unsure if I was going to survive.

After jamming the stomper I had still been holding back into its holder on my hip, I fished out the controls for the Buzzard, unsecured the locks, and lowered the ramp.

“Where will we go?” Lara asked as she held me up onto the ship.

“Guess we can’t just go to the nearest Consortium medbase,” I said. “Sometimes it’s really inconvenient to be on the run from the government.”

Lara couldn’t help but smile at my comment as I lay down on the couch in the common space, then I reached around and unstrapped the front of the chest plate.

“Still wisecracking even at a time like this,” she said, kneeling beside me and pulling the medical bag that we had recently acquired out from under the table.

“Better than being all serious about it,” I observed.

She laughed for a moment until I pulled the plate free and she got a look at the wound.

“That bad?” I asked.

She looked up at me for a moment, then down at the medical bag, before unclipping the fastenings and throwing it open. “I’ve seen worse.”

“On people who survived?”

She didn’t answer for a long moment while rummaging through the bag and finding a bandage. “Yes, on people who survived. I think it hurts worse than it probably is.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” I told her, keeping pressure on the wound but feeling blood seeping through my fingers. “Can’t you use Hospi-gel?”

“Wound’s too deep, and we need to get it cleaned out first,” she informed me, lifting my hand for a moment to check if what she told me was true. “I think some pieces of the armor and fabric from your shirt are in there, but I don’t have the skill to do it or the equipment to keep you alive while I do it.”

“An AI assistant would really come in handy right about now,” I observed. “That mediscanner that Ned made us install doesn’t do much good without Ned here to interpret the results.”

“Or a doctor to do something about them,” Lara mentioned.

“Does the Conclave have doctors?” I asked.

“Of course, but we’re too far,” she said.

At first, I was about to ask what that meant, but then I realized the implication: I wouldn’t survive traveling that far.

“Go home,” I said.

She looked at me as though I were an idiot. “Back to Bussel?”

“Yes.”

She shook her head. “If you’re thinking we could go to the Scrapper Hall, they won’t treat you. Not since you raided that scrap that you told me about. And, whoever replaced Resh after we took him in is not going to be any great fan of us and definitely won’t let you hire a mob doctor.”

“Alek,” I murmured.

Lara moved my hand and poured a saline wash on the wound before applying the bandage. “Who’s Alex?”

“Alek,” I corrected. “He’s a bartender.”

Lara exhaled, her face a mask of worry. “I really don’t think getting drunk is the solution.”

“No,” I said, taking in another shallow breath. Every intake of air burned and was labored as though there was a cinder block sitting on my chest. “He’s a doctor. And a friend. Or, like you said, a mob doctor. And a friend.”

“Bussel is close,” she observed, looking down at my injury again and seemingly resolving herself to go. “You really think they will be receptive to helping you?”

I nodded, blinking a few times to try to stay present. With each passing moment, I could feel my grip on the world slipping away.

I didn’t want to die.

Not now. Not like this.

I had just entered a new chapter of my life and wanted to see it through. I needed to become the bounty hunter I believed I could. And I still needed to help Ned. We had come too far and discovered too much for my journey to end here.

Unfortunately, I could not will my body to heal but thought that Alek would be my best bet. He had been a medic on his home planet and learned human physiology enough to help Resh’s people when they were injured. I believed he would be able to help me too.

“Just stay put,” Lara ordered, standing and heading toward the cockpit.

“I can’t really go anywhere,” I said as I watched her leave, happy that she was the person by my side now. Despite her frustration at letting me get shot, Lara was as capable a person as I had ever known. If there was any person who was going to get me to Alek and not let me die, it would be her.

The Buzzard rumbled to life beneath me. It was an odd sensation since it was the first time that I had ridden in the back of the ship since Lutch died. And as I lay there with my own life slipping away, I wondered what his last thought was about.

When all was said and done, I expected that it was me. We had been father and son almost from the moment we met, and I knew that I had meant as much to him as he did to me. In his final moments, I’m sure he was thinking of some good times we had shared. That thought made me smile while I rolled onto my side.

Wincing, I reached into the medical bag to find the bottle of painkillers. They were nearly impossible to open with one hand, but I managed it and grabbed two before the bottle slipped and the drugs scattered to the floor.

I threw the pills in my mouth and washed them down with blood.

The Tidal Drive began to charge, and from down the hallway, I could see the light shifting while we lifted up away from the parking lot.

My eyes were growing heavy, and the fast-acting painkillers only seemed to make it worse. I let my lids slide closed and thought about the first time Lutch had taken me out scrapping. It was one of my most fond memories, and one that I believed was the most foundational for the man I had become.

The thought carried me toward sleep until I felt the Buzzard slam to a stop and heard the comm channel crackle open.

“And where do you think you’re going, Bonnie Lass?”
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My eyes shot open, and in a moment, I was up on my feet, swimming through the haze in my mind and down the hall toward Lara.

“I’m Hunter Kilara Vex, and if you don’t want the full weight of the Conclave hammering down on you, I suggest you get out of my way,” she threatened, and any pirate would be foolish to doubt her.

But when I saw the screen, I knew that this was no ordinary pirate. The patchy hair, flushed cheeks and crimson streaked eyes, I immediately recognized the man I had humiliated after disabling his ship and leaving him stranded in space. Ned had told me to destroy the ship, but I had let the pirates live, and now they were making me regret it.

Their rectangular, black-painted starship blocked our path between two buildings. Looking at our radar display, I saw there was a second vessel hovering above us. The pirate ship in front was twice as large as the Buzzard and had many times the firepower. With several micromissile launchers and cannons jutting out in every direction, the ship had been a deadly opponent out in space.

Here, in the confines of the narrow space between large buildings so close to the planet surface, it could be like fish in a barrel. What was even more troubling was that I knew Lara to be a mediocre pilot. I had seen worse, but not much. In her movement outside the ship, she was fluid and graceful while being decisive and tough, but behind the controls, she was unnatural, jerking the Buzzard around and piloting like a kid on his first day of flight school.

“Don’t matter who you are so long as you’re flying that ship,” the pirate captain said, his accented voice heavy with threat.

Lara sighed. “You don’t want to do this. I’ll make sure that every Hunter in every Sector is looking for you. You’ll run until we find you and then you’ll live the rest of your short life in irons.”

The pirate laughed. “That’s presuming you survive this encounter.”

“Captain.…”

“Conch,” he filled in pridefully. I moved into the copilot’s chair and strapped myself in with great difficulty. Movement was hard though it no longer hurt the way it had.

“Captain Conch,” Lara seethed. “I don’t know who you are or what vendetta you have against the Buzzard, but I’m going to tell you something right now: you picked a terrible time to come at me. I’m in a rush and I’m angry, and taking me on right now will get you killed. So, get out of my way, now. Or die.”

Worry flashed over the pirate’s face for just a moment before he steeled himself and answered. “It’s you who will be doing the dying.”

He killed the comm channel, and before Lara could say anything, I’d released my chair and was sliding back into the gunner’s nest. Simultaneously, she activated the shields and dropped the Buzzard, hurtling us toward the surface.

When we slammed to a stop, the chair locked into place, then I grabbed the gun controls and swiveled the barrels toward our stern. I squeezed off a few shots, and the micromissiles plunked harmlessly against their shields, doing nothing to deter our two pursuers.

The second ship that had been blocking our ascent into space was a light fighter buzzing just behind the larger pirate ship.

“Hank,” Lara called back. “I’ll take care of them. You just rest.”

I wanted to yell something back to the effect of, “You know me better than to believe I’m going to sit this one out,” but when I opened my mouth to speak, no words came out. I rasped into the air and decided to let my weapon do the talking.

The launcher below me rattled when I fired another volley toward our pursuers, the fighter twirling up and out of the way, allowing the streak to fall toward the planet’s surface. I watched as the missiles descended and disappeared beneath me.

Not knowing what the surface of Vygon looked like or if there were people or vehicles down there, I refused to fire more shots that wouldn't hit their target. Additionally, Lara was flying us between buildings, and I didn’t want to shoot a micromissile barrage into some office or apartment complex.

The Pirates had no such compunctions and opened fire, lighting the sky with the small rockets that slammed against our shields, before Lara jerked the Buzzard between two buildings. My stomach jumped into my throat as a building came careening toward where I was sitting, but Lara sent us in the other direction just in time.

Glass rained down on us, and chunks of the nearby building exploded in every direction when struck with missiles.

“Get us out of the city,” I croaked, but my voice no longer carried, and I wasn’t sure Lara could even do it. She was undoubtedly so focused on flying us between the buildings that she wouldn’t be paying attention to much else.

It would be up to me to deal with the pirate ships. The last time, I had been able to cleverly use the mechanical arm that I could control from here that was ostensibly used to heave scrap, but I didn’t think they would get within range. I also didn’t have enough ammunition to simply blast their shields until they failed. And anyway, they would be able to shoot through mine in that time.

The lead ship dropped back, and the fighter moved closer to us, easily able to follow despite Lara’s best efforts to evade them. She dipped to avoid fire and threw us this way and that, dodging buildings and then overcorrecting the other direction in a sickening inversion. The one benefit was that the Pirates did seem so thrown off by the way she was maneuvering that their shots were mostly misses.

They were able to land a few more shots, and it wasn’t long before our shields were reading critical, the small light inside the gunner’s nest pulsing red.

The fighter took this opportunity to send a bloodhound rocket after us, the long explosive dropping out from the underside of the starfighter and streaking toward us with a trail of white smoke.

In this moment, I wished we had Ned. His computer mind could calculate the velocity and trajectory perfectly, taking only a few shots to detonate the thing before it reached us. But me, I had to eyeball it. Not only that, but I also had to do it in under a second, with fading vision.

Compressing the trigger, I fired off a series of micromissiles that largely slammed into a billboard for starship insurance. But one struck true, hitting the side of the bloodhound and exploding it just before reaching us.

The force of the explosion rocked the Buzzard and Lara once again overcompensated, dropping us even further down toward the planet surface. I watched the ground rush up at us and saw terrified civilians rush out of the way before my old friend evened us out and buzzed the street.

The fighter flew right through the explosion before seeing where we had gone and followed us downward. Conch’s ship stayed at his current altitude, undoubtedly waiting for us to ascend again. The fighter was fast, and I tried to keep it in my sights, but it evaded me with ease.

I knew I wouldn’t be able to shoot down a second bloodhound, but it seemed that even this pirate wouldn’t fire one so close to the surface.

As I tried to get the fighter between my crosshairs, Lara banked the ship and sent us moving in another direction. We burst out from between two buildings and entered a massive construction site, obviously the foundation of another mega structure.

The cement streets gave way to shaped dirt, and the city was replaced with the beam frames of future buildings.

As I considered what to do, the fighter released another Bloodhound, sending the missile streaking after us. As I had the first time, I returned fire, trying to shoot the thing out of the sky, but my reaction time wasn’t quick enough, and my shots trailed the thing through the air. I kept firing until the last moment when my eyes clamped shut and I expected to feel the explosion for just a moment before feeling nothing else ever again.

Instead, my neck snapped, and pain screamed out from the bullet hole when the Buzzard juked to the side, the bloodhound slamming into a crossbeam and exploding, shredding the metal and causing the structure to bow and collapse behind us. Steel cracked, and pieces of I-beam rained down like giant nails.

Lara navigated us through the following structure, and the sounds of her curses joined with those of screaming metal. The fighter stayed on our tail, easily ducking and dodging the collapsing structure until we had cleared it and were moving out into a staging area.

Massive earthmovers and cranes sat beside piles of gravel, bags of cement, piles of sheetrock, and tankers of water and gas.

I summoned all my will, forcing my voice to erupt from my mouth. “Stay low!” I called, and this time Lara heard me.

“Copy,” she hollered back, and she got us even lower. Remarkably, she seemed to be getting slightly better at operating the Buzzard under pressure. Well, maybe not better, but not as bad as previous.

Taking aim, I streaked the sky just above the fighter with micromissiles, and the pilot reacted, dropping his craft even lower. And peppered us with another burst of explosives with our shields dropping to nearly nothing. I knew we couldn’t take another volley like that.

I wheeled the barrel, aiming it down just as a bright red gas tank came into view. Pressing the trigger, I hoped that the fighter was both low enough and positioned correctly.

Sweat poured down my face, and my vision faded for a moment. The missile zipped through the air and struck the tank, causing an immediate explosion. Blinding red, orange, and yellow light engulfed my vision as the flames roared out, decimating the fighter. Shards of flaming metal tore through the air in all directions, fireballs showering outward.

Lara whooped from the cockpit and began raising us back up and away from the planet's surface, but I watched in horror as Conch’s ship moved in behind us, undoubtedly spurred to action by the loss of their ally.

Before we could even react, the front of their ship roared with cannon fire, filling the air with explosives that detonated around us. The Buzzard rocked and vibrated, and I watched as a piece of the exterior fell away.

Though I was possibly dying from a gunshot and could just as easily be killed by the explosive rounds being detonated all around me, I still lamented the fact that the Buzzard was in such poor shape and hated to see her damaged even worse. I vowed that if I somehow survived… everything that was happening… I would invest even more of my earnings into my ship.

I returned fire and held down the trigger, letting an endless river of small rockets tear into the shields of the pirate ship. They reacted by dropping back, giving us a bit more space while we moved through the clouds, the Buzzard rattling against the elements and my window streaking with drops of water.

Though I knew there wasn’t an indicator in the gunner’s nest, my eyes still darted around as though something would tell me if the Tidal Drive was ready. It was possible that all of the blood loss was starting to affect my judgment.

But as we entered space and I didn’t feel the pull of a gyre, I knew that it wasn’t charged yet. I would have to do something. Lara wasn’t going to be able to avoid their fire forever, and we were severely outgunned, not to mention the fact that Conch had a vendetta against me and wanted to see it through.

Squinting and trying to maintain all of my focus, I stared at the ship while it moved to avoid my occasional attacks. It was my business to know starfighters and how they worked. Or it had been before I became a bounty hunter.

While I had never scrapped or repaired whatever kind of ship this had been before the pirates had made it their own, I could tell a few things about it. Roughly the size of a Raven Class ship, its rectangular design meant it had limited maneuverability due to its main thrusters being on the stern. I had taken advantage of this the last time and didn’t think that Conch would fall for it again.

Arriving in low orbit, I saw some security vessels move toward us but stay a healthy distance away, not wanting to get involved unless they had to. They were far more concerned with protecting their clientele and keeping their patrons’ ships safe than they were about our well-being. That is to say, they weren’t at all concerned about our well-being.

But it gave me an idea. Rather than trying to figure out a weakness in the ship while we had a piss-poor pilot operating it and a gunner who was bleeding out, we could stall and survive.

I dropped the gun controls, then turned, reached down, and pulled on the latch at the side of my chair. All the strength that was seeping from my body made it nearly impossible, and I had to pull with all my might, the strain causing pain to supersede the numbing of the painkillers.

I’m dying.

The thought sank into my mind like a splinter. I had known it already, of course, but there was something about not being able to do the most menial of tasks in such a desperate moment that made my situation crystal clear in my mind.

While Conch sent another barrage our way and Lara did her best to dodge, I looked down at my bare chest and the blood-soaked bandage taped to my flesh. Having only taken a cursory glance at it the moment it happened, seeing it now was almost like the first time. My understanding of human physiology was so rudimentary that all I knew was I had been shot and it seemed to be bad but not lethal. It seemed like my vital internal organs had been spared since I wasn’t dead yet.

So, that was something.

And if I was alive and well enough to fight back, I would. Also, I wouldn’t allow myself to die without having a follow-up conversation with Satyn. While I was a pretty even keeled person, I wouldn’t allow somebody to shoot me and get away with it. Hunter Spears couldn’t abide that either, and she would pay for what she had done.

For that to happen though, I would have to survive this.

I pulled as hard as I could, laboring against the resistance, and felt the release of pressure. My back slammed against the chair and sent it sliding along the track for a meter. The way down from the cockpit was sloped so the chair would slide easily into place, but with the broken motor, it wouldn’t return without some help. So, like a child in a chair slightly too small for them, I kicked my feet and slid my way back toward Lara, the Buzzard rocking back and forth, up and down as we avoided fire.

Lara turned to see me scooting my way toward her and grimaced.

“What the hell are you doing?” she demanded.

Once again, getting the words out was difficult, but I forced them from me. “Head to the queue,” I rasped, the desperation heavy in my words. She looked at me like I had four heads.

“That’s back toward the planet,” she said as though I didn’t know what I was talking about.

“Do it!”

When the chair clicked into place, I let out another ragged breath and felt as though I was going to pass out.

Now that I was up here, I saw Lara checking me again and again, worried that I would prove to be too much of a distraction, but she was banking and dodging the oncoming fire far better than at the onset of the trip.

Words began to tumble from my mouth almost inadvertently. “Were you better at flying the Retiarius?” I asked about her old ship that was destroyed by the Inquisition as they were hunting for me and Ned.

She shot a look at me and growled, tilting the Buzzard just in time to avoid another mid-space detonation from an oncoming cannon shot. “You want me to put one more hole in you?”

I chuckled and sputtered a cough. “I think I have more than enough. But I was just curious, since you were so upset when it was blown up.” The words slurred from my mouth as though I’d had one too many. Or, five too many.

“Yes, I was a better pilot for the ship that I had flown since I was young,” she said irritably. “But I will admit that behind the controls of the starship is not where I am the most comfortable.”

“No kidding,” I said, and she rolled her eyes, seemingly trying to suppress a smile.

“Here we go,” she said and accelerated the Buzzard toward the line of ships waiting to descend to the planet’s surface.

Watching out the window, I saw several of the patrol ships take note and then activate their flashing lights and moving to intercept.

The comms fired up instantly, and the incoming shots that had been dogging us, ceased. “This is Vygon Security Services. Leave this space immediately, or we will be forced to take action authorized by Consortium Code one point seven seven.”

Four heavily armed medium craft fell in around us while six more zipped past us to divert the pirate ship.

Lara smiled.

“Just waiting for our Tidal Drive to finish charging. It's an old ship,” Lara radioed back, and the security officer gave a curt nod.

She turned to look at me. “Whoever this guy is, you know he’ll come back for you again.”

“I know,” I said, sinking lower into the chair and allowing myself to breathe for what felt like the first time since we had taken off. “But maybe the next time they show up, I won't be dripping blood all over the Buzzard.”

“To be fair, it could use a paint job,” Lara said, trying to keep the mood light, but I could still see the worry on her face.

I forced a smile, though I could feel myself fading.

The moment that the Tidal Drive indicator activated, Lara sent us into the gyre and away from this planet and the pirate pursuers. I passed out.
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The harsh smell of ammonia scorched my nostrils, filling my lungs and forcing my eyes open. I blinked into the light, the blur above me becoming Lara’s face, now even more concerned than she had been before. She pulled the smelling salts from my nose.

“Where are we?” I asked in a daze.

“Think you can walk?” she answered with a question.

Not knowing how long I had been out for, I wondered if the painkillers were still on board, but as I tried to get my body to move, I discovered that they were. I felt dull pressure, and my body was fighting not to obey me, but I could move without the excruciating pain.

“I think so,” I said and looked down at myself, realizing that not only had Lara removed me from the copilot chair to the cot in my room, but she had also dressed my wound again. “How bad is it? Honestly.”

“If your friend is any kind of doctor, I believe you should be fine,” she assured me, and I believed her.

“Can’t say I like getting shot,” I grunted and reached up for the hand she outstretched.

She heaved me to my feet and I nearly fell over, but she pressed her hands against my chest to stay me.

“I’ve been shot, too,” she told me, staring up into my eyes for just a moment before taking a step back. “I agree that is not particularly pleasant.”

“I think I’m going to try to avoid it from here on out.”

She smirked. “What a clever and novel idea.”

I took an uneasy step forward, needing a moment to regain my footing. Lara grabbed my jacket and held it up for me to put on before seeing the state of me and shifting around to help me into it.

“Where can we find your friend?” she asked and dusted off my shoulders once I was in the jacket.

“He worked at Resh’s,” I answered. “Or the bar for locals under Resh’s.”

I took one step forward, but Lara hurried around in front of me. “And you really think we can trust him?”

“Even if we couldn’t, we don’t have much choice now,” I said and pushed past her. “We have too much to do and too many enemies for me to waste any more of our time like this.”

She hurried up beside me, and I could see the smile of pride on her face when I said that. Every time I acted less like a scrapper and more like a Hunter, she would look at me that way. I had grown to like it, and despite everything, it put a pep in my step. Or, in this instance, a bit less of dragging ass.

We walked down the ramp of the Buzzard as quickly as I was able, and the moment I stepped out, the smell of Bussel hit my nose and flooded me with the feeling of home. Lara caught me breathing it in.

“Like the smell of starship fuel and burnt coffee, do you?” she asked, and I took a look around to see that she had parked us in one of the many abandoned repair shops. There were no public lots in the heart of Bussel, and no licensed scrapper would take us in, so she had picked a good location to land.

There had been a time when all of these repair shops were operational, but those days were long behind us. Now, as a pit stop on the way to anywhere else, the planet was little more than a criminally run base of operations for scrappers.

“It may be a shithole, but it's our shithole,” I observed, hobbling forward toward the doorway.

“I hadn’t been back here since I left to become a Hunter, and now, since reconnecting with you, I have been back twice,” she groused, moving a few boxes out of the way of the door. She picked up a pry bar sitting beside it, jammed it in between the door and the frame, and forced it open. We were obviously not the only people to have had this particular idea, and I was certain that Resh had used this as a place to stow his men’s vehicles as well. That was, until we had shown up here and taken him in.

We pushed the door aside and made our way through before it snapped closed behind us and Lara leaned the bar just beside the frame.

Midmorning was a quiet time in the city: all of the gangsters were still asleep, and the scrappers had already started their days. The star was low in the sky, the light being sucked into the atmosphere and weakened on its path to the surface, leaving the brown buildings bathed in an orange hue.

The streets were wide for trucks, and the sidewalks narrow or nonexistent. The barred windows of the storefronts displayed whatever knockoff imported goods they sold, and the merchants shouted from within to try to get our attention but couldn’t be bothered to leave their seats to try to make the sale.

“We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?” I asked, my words nearly drowned out by the sounds of power tools emanating from the surrounding repair shops.

“I don’t know,” Lara said, stealing a glance back at me. “If you had told me that when we grew up, I would be walking you down the streets of Bussel to some shady doctor after you’d been shot, I’d have said that sounded about right.”

I snorted a laugh. “Me too, honestly. If either one of us was going to get shot, it was always going to be me.”

“Well, you take the risk of running your mouth while I sneak in the back,” she noted. “Of the two of us, you’re the much more visible target.”

“That’s true,” I said. “Remember when you decided you wanted to play the guitar and you had me try to distract the shop owner by asking about lessons?”

Before I had even finished talking, Lara was laughing. “Yes,” she exclaimed. “And I didn’t realize the instruments were tethered so I pulled over the entire rack when I tried to get away.”

I couldn’t help but laugh as well. “And you fell flat on your ass with a pile of guitars on you!”

“And you threw all the picks from that box on the counter at his face and ran!”

“It was all I could think to do!” I said through my laughter. “And it worked, didn’t it?”

Lara’s laughter slowed. “Sort of. Don’t forget that the guy who owned the shop was waiting for us at the orphanage with Mister Fidler.”

“Right,” I recalled. “But Fidler never cared about that kind of thing so long as we didn’t hurt anyone. Sure, he gave us a lecture and told us that we could be better than we were acting, but I never felt like he was really mad at us.”

“I wonder if we would have been different had he punished us or something,” Lara wondered idly.

I shrugged, happy for the distraction from my wound. “I think everything happened the way it needed to.”

“Right,” Lara said dubiously. “You’re currently leaving a trail of blood…”

I looked behind me to see that she had been busting my balls. “I take your point, but I mean in the grander sense of things. If we hadn’t continued to steal, I would never have met Lutch, and you wouldn’t have been shown the ropes by Syn Kel Kal. We would never have met Ned, and never discovered what we have.

“Things might not be looking great for us at the moment, but they’re sure as shit a lot better than they would’ve been if we’d stayed here.”

Lara didn’t answer but tilted her head in agreement before pointing in the direction of the stairs leading to the door at the base of the massive building where the former crime lord had his headquarters in the city.

“That’s the place,” I told her, and relief washed over me. Though I had been distracting myself with the conversation and trying not to think too much about it, I knew that every passing minute was doing damage to my body and bringing me closer and closer to my grave.

After descending the stairs, we stepped into the familiar bar, my shoes sticking to the same floor that they had every weekend evening since Lutch had said I was old enough to drink.

But as soon as I looked at the bar, my relief vanished. Rather than my Kyrog friend, an angry looking young man with cauliflower ears, a shaved head, and tattoos peeking from his collar greeted us with nothing more than an angry look.

“Don’t know you two,” he said by way of a greeting.

Lara walked up to the bar, fixing him with a hard look. “You don’t want to know us. Where’s Alek?”

The man, whose nose looked like it had been broken in several places, was not intimidated by Lara. “Better question is, who’s Alek?”

I made my way to the bar and perched on one of the stools. “Can I get a Bussel Brew while we have this conversation?”

Lara scolded me with a look. “The last thing you need is a drink.”

“Trust me, the thing I need most now is a drink.”

The bartender looked at me and grimaced. “She’s right, you look like shit.”

“That can stop you from serving me a drink?”

“Can it stop you from paying up?”

I shook my head, and he turned his back to get my drink. Lara was on me in a moment, hissing in my ear. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Getting the information we need,” I told her. “Guys like this aren’t going to fall for your tough guy act.”

“It isn’t an act,” she corrected.

“I’ll give you that, but my point’s still true,” and I would’ve said more but the man returned and set my beer on the counter. Standing right across the counter from me, I could see how short he was. But what he lacked in stature, he made up for in the muscles he showed off in a sprayed-on designer shirt.

“Thanks,” I said, my voice shaking. I took a swig, the act of taking it down like swallowing a musket ball. “Haven’t been back home in a while, and I’m curious who took over for Resh.”

“You knew Resh?” he asked, leaning in close, heavy cologne suffusing the air around me.

“Used to scrap for him,” I said.

“Well, he’s out,” the man announced as though it was new information to me, and as if I hadn’t just asked who had moved into his place.

“And who’s your boss now?” I asked, cutting to the heart of it.

He narrowed his eyes. “Who did you say you were with again?”

Lara sighed in exasperation before her hand darted out, clamped her hand around the back of his neck, and introduced his nose to the bar, sending a crack through the nearly empty room. The few patrons who were washing their breakfasts down with a liquored coffee were people who lived here and knew better than to get involved in situations like this.

“You’re going to regret that, bitc—” the man grunted, but before he could finish the sentence, the barrel of her handgun was in his face.

“I don’t care who your boss is or who you think you are, tough guy,” she snarled. “All I care about is you telling me where the guy who used to work here is.”

“I ain’t telling you shit,” he said and reached up to grab her weapon, but my hand clamped around his wrists and slammed him to the bar. “You two will make a powerful enemy right now.”

“We’ve got nothing but powerful enemies,” I said, and the truth of my words hit him like an ice pick. “Now tell us.”

I would’ve been happy to try to extract the information from him over a beer, but I knew that ship had sailed, and now we were going to do things Lara’s way. And given the fact that it was taking all of my energy just to hold his arms against the bar, I was relieved to be doing it this way.

“Fine, makes no difference anyway,” the man said. “I heard he’s been hanging around Brewburg, but that’s all I know and all I’m going to tell you.” He continued to act tough, saving face as best he could.

We let him up, and he was about to start spouting off again, but Lara jabbed quickly, the tip of her barrel striking him in the throat and causing him to stagger back into the island of bottles at his back.

“You can keep your hollow threats,” Lara said, and the two of us walked back up the stairs to finally get me the medical attention I so desperately needed.
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Brewburg was the informal name for the part of town surrounding the Bussel Brewery and Distillery. It had once been the closest thing to a tourist attraction that the planet could boast of but had since fallen into disrepair and was now nothing more than an industrial corner of an industrial planet.

The houses were squat and dilapidated, and many had been knocked down and replaced with greenhouses that were used to grow ingredients used in the distillation process. As a result, the well-built corporate structures stuck out like sore thumbs over the crumbling husks of aging homes, and as we reached that section of town, the sky grew even darker.

Smokestacks released an endless stream of thick gas into the air, blotting out what little was left of the light of the star. Every step seemed to carry us into an interminable dusk, and my eyes grew heavy once again.

Until I heard my name.

“Hank?”

I turned to see Alek sitting beside another few other Kyrogi people at a café. I did not need to answer, the power of my face obviously giving the medical man enough information. He was immediately on his feet and walking over toward me, the ground vibrating under his massive foot pads.

His two forward-facing eyes flashed between me and Lara and, without missing a beat, he gestured for us to follow him.

“When was he shot?”

Lara answered with a question. “How do you know he was shot?”

“You want a story, or do you want Hank to see tomorrow?” he answered abruptly.

That seemed to bring Lara crashing right back. “It would have been early last night, local time,” she said, her voice measured. “He was shot through the armor with a custom repulsion pistol. Entry wound just under the ribs. Beam was powerful enough to push some crap in and seemed to cauterize some but not all of the flesh.”

Alek stopped for a moment and gave Lara a quick once-over with the eye on the left side of his head. “Bounty hunter?”

“That obvious?” she asked as we continued into the darkening neighborhood.

Alek chuckled. “Yes, but you are also carrying Syn Kel Kal’s blade.”

“You knew Syn?” Lara and I asked simultaneously.

He laughed again. “I’ve known a lot of people in my day.” He said nothing else for a moment before pointing toward a building that looked more like a ruin than a home.

Following him in, we saw a few boxes pushed against one wall and a bed roll unfurled on the floor. Pointing to the bed roll, he began rummaging through one of the boxes while I lay down.

Kyrog being so much larger than humans, I could have spread-eagled and still only just touched the edge of the sleeping bag. Lara stepped over to me and knelt, then helped me out of my jacket and peeled off the bandage. The smell of dried blood filled the room, and I lay back, blinking up at the ceiling.

Then the sound of a crowd cheering drew my attention, and I saw Alek had flipped on a little television on his way to me.

“I like white noise while I’m working,” he informed me as he set down a medical bag and handed Lara a flashlight. The room was poorly lit by a few light bulbs clinging to life and now the flickering light of some sporting event.

She pointed the beam, then he leaned in close and pulled out some tools with one hand as he pressed his gigantic fingers against my flesh. The Kyrog’s gray skin was thick and rough, but the pads on his fingers were soft and squishy.

When I first moved in with Lutch, a lightning storm had moved through the city, causing chaos and fires along with booming sounds and flashing lights. To a kid such as myself, it felt like the city was being bombed, and Lutch had found me curled up in my bed, clutching my knees.

He had knelt beside me as Alek was now and placed one hand on my back, his other on top of my knees. I reached out, grabbed a finger, and clutched it for safety. I couldn’t help but think of that moment as Alek set to work.

“So, who shot you?” he asked as though he was inquiring what I had done that afternoon.

“A bounty we were chasing,” I told him, and he glanced up at me briefly before returning to his work.

“You’re a bounty hunter now?” he inquired.

Lara laughed. “Not a very good one.”

“He wasn’t a very good scrapper either,” Alek joked.

“How dare you,” I moaned and then introduced the two to one another.

Once they had exchanged pleasantries, he turned back to me. “Hank,” he said seriously. “I can tell you have painkillers on board already, so I want you to just close your eyes.”

“And miss all the action, no way.” But somehow, the permission was all I needed, and I passed out.

When I opened my eyes again, I felt the wound. The drugs had worn off, and now the surgical spot was radiating in intense pain. I groaned and grunted, leaning up to my elbows to see Alek and Lara sitting across from one another on the floor, Alek’s pegleg stretched out on the floor.

I watched Alek set a Warhero card down between them. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“My strafing run adds thirty damage to any attack for every fuel card I discard,” he said, obviously ignoring me. “So, that’s sixty damage plus sixty for these two cards.”

Lara groaned. “Even with armor plating, my tank only has one hundred wounds, so it’s out.”

I watched the two continue to play for a moment longer before turning my head to see a glass of water and another pill beside me. I took it and chugged the water before coughing and finally attracting their attention.

“You all right over there?” Lara asked.

Alek answered before I could. “He will be. I don’t lose patients.”

“You’ve never lost a patient?” Lara asked dubiously.

“I said don’t, not didn’t,” he corrected, and they laughed.

“Happy to see you two getting along so famously,” I said, pushing myself up into a sitting position. The pain was trying to force me back down, but I wouldn’t allow it. Now that I was on the mend, I was done sitting around.

Lara answered excitedly. “Did you know he was in the Kyrogi Clan Wars and was a⁠—”

“Doctor back on his home planet, yes,” I filled in. “He tells that to anyone who will listen.”

“Mock all you want, we all know I’m too good for this place,” Alek put in, not looking up from the cards.

It was amusing to see the two of them playing together, engaged in a game I thought of as being for children. But here they were, a feared bounty hunter and Kyrog war hero, concerned with nothing else but the cards before them. Neither had asked how I was doing or seemed to care. Even when they talked, they were both just staring at the cards.

“Thank you,” I said after a moment. “Both of you. And yes, Alek, you have always been too good for this place.”

“We all are,” Lara put in, staring at her hand of cards.

“This planet is a pit,” Alek said seriously. “It is not good for anyone.”

I coughed and winced, hoping the painkillers would kick in soon. “You’ll get no argument from us.”

“That was something your father and I would commiserate on often,” Alek recalled. “In those long nights before he would go out looking for a game or after he had lost a bit too much and couldn’t face going home, he would sit at the bar, wishing things were different. For us and our people.”

“You guys got screwed, no two ways about it,” Lara agreed. When humans first encountered the Kyrog, the government of the time traded technology in exchange for many Kyrogi to join the Universal Military as auxiliary troops. But they didn’t give those who served reasonable compensation or assistance after their service. “Humans go from place to place in this universe, spreading our unique brand of… joy.”

Alek let out a grim chuckle. “You do it worse to yourself than to others.”

“Got that right,” I agreed.

“At least you guys got out of here,” he said, a hint of resignation in his tone. “Lutch would have been happy about that.”

“Not sure how happy he would’ve been about the circumstances,” I admitted.

For the first time, Alek turned to look at me. “What are the circumstances?”

“Trust me when I say you don’t want to know,” I told him.

He snorted, and the air displaced from his giant nostrils made the cards on the floor dance. “I know that the Inquisition has been looking for you.”

Lara’s eyes shot up at him for a moment before they darted back down. She tried to keep her cool, saying something about the game, but Alek wasn’t paying attention to that anymore.

“Do they have reason to be looking for you?” he asked.

I fixed him with a hard look. “You don’t want me to answer that.”

“You just did.”

“They came and asked questions?” I pressed, trying to shift the focus away from Alek.

I would not make the mistake of telling him anything. Even just meeting with me put his life in jeopardy.

“Yes, it’s been two visits,” he answered. “The first time there were two of them: a redheaded young woman and an angry zealot. The second time, it was just the redhead. But they came around and asked a lot of questions. I was even interviewed for the better part of two days. But they didn’t get anything from me.”

“I’m happy to know you’re okay,” I said honestly. My uncle Edgar died for no other reason than he had come into contact with me, so I was pleased that Alek had only been forced to suffer through an interview.

“They didn’t torture you?” Lara put in.

Alek puffed himself up, squaring his massive shoulders. “You think they could’ve?” he asked confidently.

Both of us nodded.

“Oh,” he said, deflated.

“Not to say you aren’t tough,” I added. “It’s just that the Inquisition is known to hurt people in unimaginable ways.”

He knocked on his prosthesis. “I’ve been through a lot. I expect I can imagine quite a bit.”

“Not like this, Alek,” Lara said gravely. “And that’s why we're not going to tell you anything. To protect you.”

“I say that I don’t need protection, but I can tell that the two of you are serious,” he said. “And while they weren’t able to hurt me, they did implode your shop.”

His words landed like a gut punch. “Of course they did,” I said, trying to put on a brave face, but I was pissed. It was bad enough that I had let my guard down and been shot, but to find out that John Gregory had destroyed the place where I had been raised and erased it off the face of the planet— that was enough to fill me with rage. All of my belongings that I had abandoned when I was forced to flee were now nothing more than ash under rubble.

“But I got there first,” Alek said.

“What?”

“Scrapper Twenty-Six came to the bar to tell me to inform Resh that you had fled with the Consortium on your tail,” he explained. “I should’ve gone straight to my boss, but I couldn’t do it. You know I always had a soft spot for you and your old man, so”—he pushed himself up and stood easily, then disappeared through a door into the dark. When he returned, he was holding a cardboard box—“I grabbed these.”

He stomped over and placed the box beside me, and for the first time in a long time, I felt joy. I reached out and began rummaging through the contents: some old coffee mugs, articles of clothing, and a couple of tools. Though they brought back memories, none of them were particularly sentimental until I got to the bottom of the box and saw a pile of papers. My eyes went wide.

“What?” Lara asked.

“A few years after he adopted me, Lutch accidentally dropped our printer as he rearranged his office. We’d gone to another scrapyard and picked up the new one. ‘New’ being a relative term as it was actually older than the previous one. But it was cheap and it worked, so we took it. In order to test the settings, Lutch spent the afternoon printing pictures of the two of us that he had on his computer. We didn’t get any work done that day. We spent the whole time reminiscing and laughing about when we had taken this picture or that as they printed. And now…” I held the stack up for the two of them.

Both of them nodded their understanding wordlessly, and I went back to looking at the pictures.

“We really had some good times,” I said as I stared at a photo of him and me at the small amusement park on a planet whose name I could no longer remember. The day had been swelteringly hot with hardly any shade to be found, the stoned teenagers who ran the rides cared so little about their job that the lines were much longer than they needed to be, and the food was terrible. But we had made the most of it, mocking how ridiculous the place was and being sure to enjoy every moment of it.

That was one of my fondest memories, and one that I hadn’t thought about until staring at the picture which Lutch had paid far too much for as a keepsake.

“Thank you,” I said to Alek. “This means a lot to me.”

“I hoped it would,” the man said. “I know it isn’t much, but I took a big risk by grabbing it, and I’m happy that I was able to reunite you with it. It broke my heart to see them destroy the shop the two of you built.”

“Wasn’t much of a shop by the time Lutch died,” I admitted.

Alek wrung his huge hands. “Your father had his struggles.”

After years of living with Lutch, I had come to know Kyrogi expressions very well and could tell that Alek was struggling with guilt.

“There was nothing any of us could have done,” I reminded him. He and I had a similar discussion at the time of my father’s death.

“I facilitated it,” he said quietly, nearly subsonic.

I forced myself to my feet and strode over to where he was standing and locked eyes with him. “He would’ve found a way to gamble with or without your help. You were doing what you needed to in order to survive. He never blamed you, and I certainly don’t.”

“Thank you, Hank,” he said as though I was absolving him of sin.

“No,” I said. “Thank you for rescuing this for me. And, you know, for saving my life.”

“It’s a doctor’s duty,” he said, obviously still thinking about Lutch.

I shook my head. “You were interrogated by the Inquisition and saw them destroy my shop, so you knew what you were risking by taking us in. You healed me when you had no reason to, and I won’t soon forget it.”

“I couldn’t just turn you away,” he said, and I knew he genuinely believed it.

“Sure you could have,” I told him. “You could’ve realized that even just knowing me was risky and turned your back on us. But you didn’t. And when you learned that the Consortium was after me, you went and grabbed these things for me. You're a good man, Alek. Don’t let what my father did to himself shadow that.”

“That’s kind of you to say,” Alek croaked and fell silent for a long moment. “What will you do now?”

Lara piped up for the first time in a while. “Well, I’d like to finish this game.”

Alex smiled. “Well, after that?”

“We have to have a conversation with a man who put me in the position to get shot.”

Alek nodded his gargantuan head slowly and then laced his fingers together behind his back like a sheepish child.

“Think you could use the company of someone who could help if you happen to get shot again?”
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“No,” I said firmly. “Absolutely not.”

Alek looked at me in surprise.

“It’s not the worst idea, Hank,” Lara said.

“No,” I repeated in a tone so unequivocal as to leave no doubt.

Alek looked deeply disappointed, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see Lara glaring at me.

“I assumed you might welcome the company,” he said.

“It’s not that,” I amended. “Of course, I would enjoy the company. We can certainly use a medical man, but I can’t let you do it.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re a good person who I like,” I told him.

He cocked his head. “What point do you think you’re making?”

“Alek, the worst thing that I could do for you is allow you to come with us,” I explained. “We’re bad news. You know that both the Inquisition and the Consortium are chasing us, and if they find us…”

At this, Alek chuckled. “That’s what this is about?”

“Yes,” I answered seriously.

“Hank, what kind of life do you think I have here?” he asked, spreading his arms wide. “I live in a crumbling building and can’t even get work from a criminal because I used to work for different criminals. My life here is meaningless and purposeless.”

I considered what he was saying.

“You really want to come with two bounty hunters, one who you hardly know, just because you don’t have anything going on here?” Lara asked. “Wouldn’t you rather try to make a life for yourself somewhere else, or return back to your home world?

“They aren’t allowed back,” I told her.

“What?”

“Tradition dictates that once a Kyrog leaves their planet, they may never return except upon their death or to attend a funeral at the Mound,” I explained.

“Oh,” Lara said, glancing away for a moment. “So, why leave at all?”

“You want to stay here forever?” Alek asked her pointedly.

It didn’t take her long to respond. “Point taken.”

“But we also have the freedom to come and go as we please. I don’t know how I would feel if I was never allowed to come back,” I said.

“I would be fine with it,” Lara said with a smile. “And I don’t think we are coming back here again.”

I turned to Alek. “Do you miss it? I know Lutch did.”

“I do,” he answered sincerely, before moving to a pile of bricks he had stacked into a makeshift chair and sitting down. “I can only assume that Lutch told you of our homeworld, but for your benefit”—he gestured to Lara—“I will say that it is a beautiful world of wide plains colored with grasses of different colors. Each one represents a different aspect of the Kyrog spirit, if you will.

“Each clan formed around the protection of a field, dedicating themselves to the aspect and creating their society in its honor. Of course, the next part of the story is what all humans focus on.”

Lara gave him a knowing look. “The clan wars?”

“Correct,” he confirmed. “As our civilization grew, so did our ambitions, and it wasn’t long before many clan leaders began turning their gaze to their neighbor’s land. Once the wars began, they never ceased, and our once beautiful planet became a desolate battlefield. The plains still exist in isolated patches, but it is nothing like it once was. Every Kyrog must serve their clan in the war efforts, and I believe the fight will continue forever.”

“Has there ever been a time of peace?” Lara asked.

Alek swayed his head back and forth. “Sometimes between one clan with another but never between all and certainly not for a sustained amount of time.”

“Is that why you left?” I inquired.

“I moved away because I lost my leg and, due to the treaties agreed upon during the Old War, I was only allowed to replace it with this— though my people have had the technology to grow replacements for a long time. I chose to pursue the opportunities I presumed would be afforded a man of my skills only to discover that nobody was interested. I bounced from planet to planet, looking for any opportunity in the medical field until I ended up here, slinging drinks and patching up gangsters. So, when you ask if I miss it, the answer is complicated.”

“I do understand,” Lara put in. “Why couldn’t you just practice medicine back on… what’s your planet called?”

I refrained from laughing, knowing the answer.

“There is no word for it in your language. It is a sound so low that it is below the human auditory range, and, most importantly, the name of our planet is not to be shared with outsiders,” Alek stated.

“Lutch never even told me,” I told Lara with a smile. “And when I was young, boy did I beg him.”

“He would not have been allowed burial at the Mound had he told you,” Alek said as though I hadn’t heard that exact explanation a thousand times.

“Yeah, yeah, I know.”

“And to answer your question,” Alek said, turning back to Lara, “in many ways, Kyrogi society is a meritocracy, and to my people, once you are injured, you are… shunned is too strong a word but… others look down on you. I think that is the best way to describe it. And, naturally, finding a mate becomes nearly impossible. For someone with my deformity, I am more likely to find a suitable partner out in the stars than back home.”

“It’s not a deformity,” Lara corrected.

But Alek shook his head. “Perhaps not, but different cultures see things differently.”

“I appreciate you sharing that,” Lara told him.

“And I appreciate you keeping it brief,” I said, having discussed Alek's life with him at length many times before. As a bartender, he was good at listening to other people’s complaints, but he also had the gift of gab and was happy to bend your ear if you’d let him. And, after a long day scrapping, I often would.

“I’m happy to have shared a bit of my story with you,” he said graciously. “But I must ask again, might I join you?”

The memory of discovering Uncle Edgar’s body was still seared into my mind, and I shook my head. “I can’t subject you to that kind of risk.”

“Hank, we are all probably safer together than apart,” Lara put in. “And if the Inquisition has already been here twice, it’s safe to assume they will be back.”

“The little redheaded one was here quite recently, asking a lot of questions about the two of you…” He paused for a moment before turning his gaze to me and continuing. “I believe I could be of great assistance to you and, with your father dead, I wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on you in his honor.”

I folded my arms and looked at him from under lowered brows. “My heartstrings aren’t so easily played,” I told him.

Alek raised his hands defensively. “I was being sincere,” he said but the corner of his massive flat lip curled up slightly. “Why don’t I give the two of you a moment to discuss.”

“We’re halfway through this game,” Lara complained.

“How about we finish it back on your ship,” he said as he stepped around her and out the front door, then closed it quickly behind him.

She turned to look at me but didn’t ask what I was expecting. “How are you feeling?”

“Ready to get out of here and have a couple of serious conversations with some people,” I said, primed to exact some revenge.

“I meant physically.”

“I feel like I’ve been shot,” I told her honestly.

She smirked and started to gather the cards in their tight plastic sleeves from the ground in front of her. “You are pretty bad off. He had to cut away a lot of tissue and make some significant repairs. It was pretty amazing to watch someone of that size do such delicate work.”

“I’m happy you got a good show out of the deal.”

She waved a dismissive hand at me. “I was being serious.”

“I know, and, really, thanks for getting me here.”

“You’re welcome,” she said quietly.

“Despite your piloting.”

At that, she dropped her cards, plucked up a rock, and threw it at my head. I dodged it with ease before making a big show of wincing dramatically and clutching at my healing wound.

“But to the matter at hand,” she said, her face growing serious, “you really don’t want to bring him along?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to,” I said. “I don’t want him to get hurt because of us.”

She gestured around the room. “I’m pretty sure he’s already been hurt because of us. In addition to the fact that he’s been questioned by the Inquisition on our account, don’t forget it was you and me who arrested his boss and left him destitute. I feel like we at least owe him this.”

“Alive in a shithole is better than dead on the Buzzard.”

She stood and took a step toward me, looking at me with her big dark eyes. “I know that you’re trying to protect your friend, but I genuinely believe that you’ll be doing more harm by leaving him here than by bringing him with us. Also, we could use more of a crew. Obviously, working jobs with just the two of us isn’t great; we barely survived this by the skin of our teeth and it was a simple bounty and run in with pirates. We need the help.”

“What about Ned?” I pressed.

She furrowed her brows. “I don’t think he’ll mind another person being added to the crew.”

“No. I mean that we would have to tell Alek about him. It’s one thing to fall under suspicion by association, but it’s quite another to learn that we are working with an AI,” I said the last word under my breath, glancing around the room quickly as though somebody was listening.

“Right,” Lara said, rubbing her hand against her chin. “I guess I didn’t take that news particularly well myself.”

“I seem to recall you pulling a gun on me.”

She snapped her finger and pointed at me. “That’s right,” she exclaimed, feigning to have only just remembered.

“Who knows how he’ll react when we tell him.”

“We just tell him now,” she suggested. “Feel him out and give him the opportunity to stay here rather than associating with us.

“If we tell him and he chooses not to come, we are putting ourselves at even greater risk.”

“You’re right,” she admitted.

“Why do you want it so bad?” I asked.

She looked at me in surprise. “I don’t ‘want it so bad,’ I’m just seeing an opportunity that I think we should take.”

I tried to get a read on her by studying her face. “It’s just, when I met you—or re-met you, as it were—you seemed like such a loner, and now you are the one pushing to add more people to the crew. Seems curious.”

She looked down, pulling at the sleeve of her stealth suit.

“A lot has changed,” she said quietly, almost sheepishly. “When we ran into one another at Port Tortue, I was nothing more than a Bounty Hunter. I was good at what I did, and I didn’t need anyone else. That’s how I was trained, and that’s how I lived.

“But now…” She trailed off before her eyes rose to meet mine. “We are doing something much bigger than bounty hunting. Sure, we will still do our job and use the money, but with Ned, there is a much bigger fight.

“Twain proved that. There is a weapon out there called ‘extinction,’ and we need to find out what it is. The whole universe is at stake, and they don’t even know it. We need an army and can’t raise one.

“Alek is someone you trust, someone who can be helpful, and someone whose life will be meaningful if they join us. Seems like an obvious fit.”

Listening to her speak, I realized that she was right. Everything she said was true. “I was so focused on what had happened to Edgar that I might have lost sight of the bigger picture. I was so worried about not letting an individual get hurt that I forgot just how badly we all might be hurt if the superweapon is activated.”

“Plus, you were shot,” she said casually.

I said with a laugh. “Right, and that. So, let’s let Alek know he can join us. That is, if he wants to after learning about Ned.”

“So, you can tell him now?”

I shrugged, then turned and let my hand close around the cold metal of the doorknob. “Might as well. I don’t think it would dissuade him, but we have to give him the opportunity to say no.”

I turned back and swung the door open, opening my mouth to tell Alek the news, when I saw the bruised face of the bartender, his friends, and the gun to Alek’s chest.


14


[image: ]


“You messed with the wrong people,” the bartender snarled.

Before I could even answer, I saw the blur of Lara receding away from the action.

“Listen, we don’t want any trouble,” I told them, raising my hands beside my head. “Just let us go, and we will be out of your hair forever.”

“Oh, so now you don’t want trouble,” he mocked, looking back at his friends, who all grinned with malicious satisfaction at the predicament they had us in. “You are more than happy to start shit when you need something but now the tables have turned”—he did a high-pitched impersonation of me—“we don’t want any trouble.”

I stared at the man, my patience wearing thin. I was sick and tired of people trying to back us into a corner, chasing us down and telling us what to do. More than that, I was done running. We had run from the Consortium, from the Inquisition, and from Satyn and from the Pirates.

No more.

“I am Hunter Spears, and you were interfering with my work,” I thundered, the power of my voice surprising even me. “Let him go or be prepared to take your final breath on this street.”

They laughed, but the sound wasn’t confident. Rather, it was almost as if they were trying to convince themselves that they weren’t scared by mocking me. “There are five of us,” the bartender said. “And only two of you.”

As the words left his mouth, he seemed to have a moment of realization. “Go inside and find the girl,” he ordered two of the thugs. They nodded and walked toward me with their weapons raised.

All of them had the look of tough guys the universe over: dark, heavy clothes, clenched fists, and pinched faces, tight and angry. These two carried handguns reminiscent of my stomper, dirty and old but heavy with serious stopping power.

“Stop,” I ordered, and despite themselves, they did.

The bartender flashed his teeth angrily, turning his weapon from Alek to me.

“Go find the girl,” he ordered again, and I could feel my heart rate increase. I was weakened by the gunshot and time before receiving medical care, but none of that mattered in this moment. My ire was up, and adrenaline was coursing through my veins.

“Turn around and leave or die,” I said, then at that moment a blue blur appeared from out of nowhere as Lara unsheathed her glowing blade from within the stealth suit and pressed it against the bartender’s neck.

This time, I wasn’t taken unawares, and when he pulled the trigger of his weapon, I was already darting out of the way, shifting right, and grabbing the thug in front of me. I wrapped one hand around his elbow and the other over his hand, then I pulled his elbow while pressing forward with my right hand and turned his weapon against him.

Lutch had always taught me to keep my trigger finger pressed along the frame of a weapon, drilling finger discipline into me. He didn’t want me to use my weapon if I could avoid it but still made sure to teach me proper firearm control.

It was too bad this man didn’t have such a teacher, and I was able to pull the trigger as his own weapon pressed into his shoulder, sending him spinning and screaming away from me as I pried the weapon from his grip.

The second man moved on me at the same moment as Lara flicked her blade, separating head from neck. She had no qualms about ending the life of someone who would just as quickly end hers.

Only a meter away, the second man pointed his weapon squarely in my chest, and I batted it away just as it discharged, the crack of the weapon exploding in my ear before I slammed the stolen weapon into the side of his head. Metal crunched against bone, and he crashed to the ground. It happened so fast, and the final low-level gangster who was holding the gun on Alek appeared to be in shock, his eyes wide.

There always seemed to be one of those. He turned to look at the Kyrog standing beside him just in time to see the fist the size of his head split the air.

I had never seen anything quite like that. The man’s face was flattened against the massive knuckles, blood splattering out like a watermelon being smashed with a hammer. He went from vertical to horizontal faster than I could blink, and within a moment, we were standing alone in the street except for the one man I had shot in the shoulder, who was groaning and crawling away.

Alek turned to us. “Took you two long enough. These guys ambushed me the moment I walked out.”

“Sorry,” I grumbled. “I suppose we should have warned you that they might be coming to look for us.”

He pointed at Lara. “She did, but I didn’t think they would be clever enough to ambush me. And I have to admit, that was pretty satisfying. When Resh was arrested, it didn’t take them long to move in and force me out.”

“Maybe we should talk about this back on the ship,” I suggested.

Alek smiled. “That your way of telling me I can tag along?”

“It wasn’t, but it works that way,” I admitted. “We're happy to have you aboard, but when we get there, there’s something we need to tell you.”

He looked up and down the street and then back at me. “Yes, back on the ship then.”

Lara knelt quickly and rummaged through the pockets of the dead men. Alek disappeared back into the place he had been using as a home before returning with a green canvas duffle bag on his back.

“Everything I own in a bag on my back.”

Lara looked up at me as she ferreted away some pilfered item. “The next crew member we bring on should be some filthy rich debutante.”

I laughed. “I couldn’t agree more, but for now, a broke former doctor is going to have to do.”

“You find a keycard in there?” Alek asked Lara, ignoring my comment and gesturing to the body of the bartender.

“I did.” She held it up before flicking it to him.

“Back to the bar,” he said and began stomping up the street, the two of us falling in behind before I remembered, turned, and returned to the room to grab the box of things rescued from the shop.

We all hurried to the base of what had been Resh’s, waiting to be jumped by more of the bartender’s friends, but I had slept through the day and the sun was setting, filling the streets with the bustle of people returning home from work.

Moving through the crowds, the three of us kept our heads down and tried to blend in. And even though Lara looked just like a bounty hunter, I was shirtless in only a jacket and Alek’s fist was stained crimson, nobody took any note of us. The people of Bussel were more concerned with their own hard lives than about three strangers rushing down the street.

When we reached the tower, we saw a group of people milling around out front, waiting to get their drinks.

“Hey, Nik, Evyn, I’ll let you in after I get something sorted out real quick,” Alek told them casually.

“You’re back?” one of them asked.

“Something like that,” Alek answered as he took one stride to clear the stairs down to the landing, slid the key card with practiced ease, and pushed the door open.

We followed him and then I looked around.

“Every time we are about to leave Bussel, I think it’s going to be the last time,” I noted, taking it all in just in case it was.

“I certainly hope it is,” Lara said.

Alek flipped up the counter and pushed his way behind the bar, then slid open one of the refrigerators and fished out two Bussel Brews, before kneeling and feeling around on the floor.

Lara and I made our way over to the bar, opened the beers, and tapped them together.

I watched as Alek felt the floorboards, obviously looking for some kind of secret panel. “You don’t happen to have any food down there, do you? I can’t even remember the last time we ate.”

“You know where the nuts are,” he answered, sounding more like a barback.

Lara looked at me and shook her head. “Don’t do it, you’ll just get hungrier.”

I had to agree and instead just took a sip of the beer that tasted like home.

Alek made a jubilant little sound and grabbed a spoon from the top of the bar. He used it to pry the hidden square panel up, then slid it aside and reached down into the dark. The clicking of glass preceded him pulling out a wooden crate full of bottles.

“I may not be a debutante, but I’ve got something that’ll fetch us a good price in a pinch,” he said, propping the crate under his arm.

“I was expecting some ceremonial weapon from your home world,” Lara said, finishing her beer and setting it down.

Alek chuckled. “We aren’t allowed to take those when we leave.”

“Pretty sure you aren’t supposed to take those when you leave either,” I said, pointing to the bottles under his arm.

He grinned. “The man who bought them is incarcerated thanks to you two.”

“You knew?” I asked, surprised he hadn’t said anything sooner.

“Of course I knew.”

“And you still took us in and healed him up?” Lara asked in astonishment.

He began walking toward the door as I finished my drink and set it on the counter. “I knew who I was working for, and honestly, I was happy to know that Hank was making a name for himself doing more than being a scrapper. I wasn’t happy that it affected my livelihood, but somehow I knew things might work out for me.”

I rushed behind the counter and grabbed as many Bussel Brews as I could fit in my cardboard box before following Alek out the door.

“When we get back to the Buzzard, we will see if you still feel like things worked out for you,” I joked.

Turning back to look at me over his shoulder, he asked, “That thing still flies?”

“That’s exactly what I said,” Lara exclaimed.

He looked at her. “You didn’t have a ship?”

“Hank got it destroyed…”

He snorted a laugh. “Of course he did.”

Stepping out onto the street, Alek hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Have at it, gents.”

The two drunks looked at one another and then at the door, muttering thanks as they ran down the stairs and into a night of debauchery.

I pointed in the direction of the derelict shop where we had parked the Buzzard. Our boots crunched along the street as we left the bar.

“Won’t they get in trouble with the new boss?” Lara asked. Though she didn’t sound concerned about their well-being as much as she was simply curious.

Alek chuckled, a low, dark sound, and all of his eyes narrowed. “They are both specist assholes who treated me like garbage and abused me for years.”

“Oh,” Lara said.

“So, to answer your question, yes,” he said, the pleasure he was taking obvious in his tone. “They will be caught drunk and presumed to be the ones who stole the liquor, and by the time anyone figures out what we’ve done, we’ll be long gone.”

Lara grinned up at him. “You and I are going to get along just fine.”

“I thought you might like that one,” he said, more pride in his tone than I had heard in a long time.

As we rounded a corner, the door to the shop came into view, but as it did, a voice split the air, and we looked over our shoulders to see a woman in red armor holding a glowing spear.

“Stop!” Inquisitorial Acolyte Imogen called out, her voice like the crack of a bullwhip.
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In my mind, I had just decided that I wasn’t going to flee from enemies any longer but when I saw the Inquisitor, only one word came to mind.

“Run!”

It wasn’t far to the door, and the three of us broke into a hard sprint, Alek moving out in front quickly as he thundered forward, his massive footpads shaking the earth. I began falling behind as the wound took its toll on me. I could feel that the Hospi-gel was already helping to fuse my flesh, but running pulled and stretched the stitches.

An old man who was watering a long dead plant in a cracked pot in front of his door took a look at the three of us, then our pursuer and dropped his watering can before shuffling into his house.

“No!” Imogen called. “Stop.”

She was running now too, robes flowing behind her as she cleared the distance between us. The spear tip that looked like shaped magma left a streak in the air as she moved and it spurred me to move faster.

I reached the door and then skidded to a stop, seeing Lara looking for the crowbar.

“It was right here!” she said.

I looked back at the red and black clad woman charging toward us with her weapon at the ready and pulled out my stomper.

“I’m sure she took it,” I suggested and fired a few rounds at the acolyte. She bounced back and forth, dodging the shots gracefully and making me feel like it was time to upgrade to a weapon that actually fired straight.

“We don’t have time for this,” Alek grunted, leaning away from the door and then lowering his shoulder, before slamming it into the metal. The frame cracked and shattered when the door crashed free. The brute force of a Kyrog was like nothing else in the universe.

Debris clattered down on us as Lara and I followed him through, ran to the ship and straight up the ramp, and slammed the dangling controller as I rushed to the cockpit. When I collapsed into the pilot seat, sweat was pouring down my face and the corners of my vision blurred.

If I had been shot scrapping, I would’ve taken several days to heal rather than a restless hour followed by some hand-to-hand combat and a chase through the streets. I checked the rear view quickly, seeing the acolyte stop just inside the doorframe and stomp the shaft of her spear against the ground in defeat. Then she was consumed with the dust kicked up by the thrusters activating as the Buzzard lifted away from the planet.

Lara pulled herself into the cockpit and slumped into the chair beside me. Alek stayed in the doorway, gripping the frame to keep from falling back as we took off. The cockpit itself was spacious and had two chairs that could be flipped down from the walls on either side of the door behind the copilot and pilot seats, but I didn’t think they could support Alek’s weight.

“That was close,” I gasped, gripping the controls hard just to feel like I was holding onto something steady.

“No,” Lara said. “That was odd.”

“What do you mean?” Alek asked.

The Buzzard rattled as we passed through a thick layer of smog and Lara drummed her finger on her armrest. “She’s an inquisitorial apprentice, right? So, why would she just chase us up the street rather than wait to ambush us? Why take the crowbar but not wait across the street and jump us? She did so many things that make no sense.”

“Maybe she’s an idiot?” I asked.

Lara looked at Alek. “You’ve spoken to her. Did she seem foolish?”

He seemed to consider the question for a moment. “No, but she was also scripted. The questions she asked were little more than follow-ups to the first time when I spoke to her and the actual Inquisitor. She didn’t deviate from her script, so it was hard to get a sense of who she was.”

“You weren’t able to glean anything from your conversation with her?” I asked.

“I didn’t say that,” he said with a slight grin. “She had a proper way of speaking, sounding educated, and if I had to guess, she hails from Emortium. Certainly not from some backwater.”

“How could you tell?” Lara inquired.

“She asked me to clarify some terms that any human would know unless they lived in a big city their whole life. I dunno, without putting too fine a point on it, she just seemed posh.”

“Why would some big city girl join the Inquisition?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Why does anyone do anything?” Alek offered.

“Lots of political hopefuls spend time in the Inquisition after University,” Lara suggested. “That would actually make sense, given her behavior just now.”

“Actually,” I said, thinking back, “when we fought her back on Port Tortue, I felt like she gave up easily. As if the fight wasn’t really in her.”

“So, she might be doing this for appearances,” Lara said.

“But we know John Gregory isn’t,” I reminded her.

Alek grunted. “Someone needs to surgically remove the stick from that guy’s ass.”

“No kidding,” I said, staring impatiently at the Tidal Drive indicator. “What did he ask about us?”

“When I met with him, he only wanted to know about you,” Alek answered. “How long I’d known you, how well, and any other detail he could gather. Wanted to know about Lutch, too. And the business. What was interesting is that he didn’t ask very many questions about your relationship with technology. The Inquisition is supposed to be concerned with that, but he just wanted to know about who you were as a person.”

I grimaced at the thought of it. “Why would he want to know all about me?”

Lara leaned forward, a grim expression on her face. “Because the interview with Alek wasn't about finding you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that the Inquisitor believed he wouldn’t have any trouble tracking you down, but he wanted to know about you so that he could turn the screws on you,” she explained. “The better he knows you and understands what makes you tick, the better he could get inside your head when he interrogates you.

“Bounty hunters do a similar thing but then we just bring the target in rather than torturing them to death…”

I checked the screen displaying the space behind us, and I still saw no ships following. When the Tidal Drive indicator flashed, I sent us into the gyre without delay.

“Think she put a tracker on the ship?” Alek asked.

I tapped the display on the console. “Started the scanner already,” I told him. “If there is one, we’ll find it before we wash out.”

“There won’t be,” Lara said, looking out into the flowing space around us.

I glanced at my old friend and watched her think. “You believe there is something more to her?”

“I’m still not sure,” she said, but the wheels in her mind were obviously turning.

Alek cleared his throat. “I have to ask something.”

“Why is the Inquisition after us?” I posited.

He nodded.

“There’s no turning back now,” I warned.

He laughed. “You think I care if you have a robot dog, an AI companion, or a cybernetic ass?” Before I could say anything, he added, “I don’t. I understand why humans got mad after their creations tried to kill them, but artificial intelligence doesn’t scare the Kyrog. We had a healthy relationship with technology before the Old War. Now we just abide by Consortium universal law.”

“Well, if that’s the case, I’ll tell you everything,” I said and he chuckled.

“That was easy.”

Shrugging, I said, “You’re in it now and need to know.”

He swept a hand in front of himself. “Proceed.”

“I was on a scrap job and discovered a cube housing a Consortium military intelligence from the Old War. It activated and informed me that before it went into rest mode for two hundred years, it was investigating a super weapon codenamed Extinction. I’m still not entirely sure what it is or does but I believe it might have the power to end most life in the universe.

“Working with the AI, Lara and I have discovered proof that the ancient enemy from back then is still active and appears to be gathering its strength for another war. Of course, because we are being hunted by both the government and the Inquisition, we can’t warn them about this threat until we have enough proof to keep us from being arrested on sight and thrown in prison for the rest of our natural lives.”

“Prison at best,” Lara put in.

Alek looked around the ship. “You can come out now.”

Lara and I chuckled. “It’s not like that,” I told him. “Ned had synchronized with the ship, but as we were investigating a lead, he was hit by a virus, and now—” I turned toward the console. “Hey, Ned.”

I was met by nothing but silence this time.

That landed hard. It felt like it had been so long since we had heard from Ned, and I hoped he was repaired. I knew we would be returning to Edwin empty-handed, but I didn’t care. He had sent us after somebody extremely dangerous who obviously had a real ax to grind and hadn’t given us any relevant information.

I was ready to negotiate some new terms with him and instinctively cracked my knuckles.

“We’re going now to speak to the man who was going to debug our friend in exchange for us having a conversation with his wife,” I explained.

He looked me over. “She the one who shot you?”

“She is.”

“Well, Hank, that’s one hell of a story,” Alek said, raising his hand to rub the back of his neck. “Not what I was expecting, but it doesn’t bother me. Like I said, I follow Consortium law even though I don’t believe in it.”

I fixed him with a look. “Well, now you will be operating in a much grayer area of the law…”

“I don’t care about that,” he said. “What I care about is that the two of you are doing something purposeful. Lutch would sometimes get so morose, sitting there drowning his sorrows, lamenting the fact that he believed he was raising a son who was going to live and die having done nothing more than repairing starships and sifting through old garbage on distant planets. I’m happy to know that you’ve used what he taught you and turned it into something noble. Even if you do still have a lot to learn.”

I smiled at the idea. “Happy to know I’d be making him proud… Even if I was a better scrapper than I am a bounty hunter.”

“You’ll get there,” Lara said.

I hoped she was right. Getting shot had highlighted just how novice I was at this, and the reality of that was frustrating. I had been a good scrapper. A hell of a good scrapper. And while I knew the skills I had learned would come in handy, it was frustrating to be new at something and still struggling. It was necessary and certainly worth the risk but that didn’t make it any easier.

Once again, I steeled my resolve. Everything we had just been through would serve as a lesson and the foundation for my life as a bounty hunter. Now, I would get as good at my new job as I had been at the old one and earn enough money to continue our investigation until we had gathered enough evidence to make our case.

Alek interrupted my thoughts. “Where can I put this bag?”

“Oh, right,” I said, slamming back to reality.

Standing, I pointed behind him. “The hallway here has six rooms for crew quarters. Lara and I each took one, and the others are all filled with garbage, but you’re welcome to clean out whichever one you like and make it your own.”

“I seem to remember patching up a gunshot pretty recently,” Alek said as though he was trying to recall some distant memory.

“Right, let me rephrase,” I said. “Why don’t I clean out one of the rooms for you. It’s the least I could do.”

I stood, looking at Lara.

“I got the helm,” she said with a delighted smile at the idea that I was going to spend this entire trip cleaning the junk out of another room.

Alek had to back down the hallway since, between his massive frame and the huge bag on his back, there wasn’t enough room for him to turn sideways.

“How about this one, right beside mine,” I suggested, knowing that it had the least amount of junk in it.

“I don’t care one way or another so long as it’s big enough for my bedroll,” he said, and as the door hissed open, I was uncertain if what he had suggested was realistic.

The rooms were square and not particularly large, with low ceilings and a porthole opposite the door. Human-sized cots were affixed to the wall along their long side and held up on the other with cables.

I stepped over the coffee makers, broken old toys, computers, and various other items that Lutch had taken from scrap sites with the idea of eventually fixing them, and folded the cot up against the wall, then clipped it into place.

“Guessing you won’t need this.”

“Don’t suppose I will,” he answered, standing in the doorway and watching me with a look of utter bemusement.

Across from the cot was a series of metal cabinets and drawers that stretched from the corrugated floor to waist height, leaving a flat surface on top for storing personal items or, in my case, for use as a workbench.

Like the floor, it was littered with heaps of purloined items. The last time I had looked at it, a bunch of the things were teetering precariously on the surface, but I supposed all of the space combat we had engaged in knocked everything over.

Without many other options, I simply began picking up what I could. Alek moved just enough out of my way to allow me passage out the door and into the room across the hall where I tossed them onto the cot already covered in items. The canvas groaned, but I went back and grabbed another armful.

Back and forth I went until the room was nearly empty. I gestured around.

“I’ll get a broom and sweep this up before you put your stuff down,” I said, looking up at Alek and seeing an expression on his face that was entirely new to me. “What’s up?”

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

“You might’ve been busting my balls, but you did in fact save my life,” I told him. “A little cleanup ain’t nothing.”

“Not for that,” he said. “For that too, but additionally, for welcoming me onto your ship.”

I gave a quick shrug. “Such as she is.”

“She may not be much to look at, but the Buzzard is your home, and you welcomed me aboard. I won’t soon forget that.”

“I’m sure you’ll find many ways to make it up to me,” I joked. He had already done more than enough. “But you could start with one of those bottles you took.”

“I don’t think you understand,” he began, but I raised my hand.

“They are not for drinking, they are for selling to the right buyer,” I cut in. “I do understand.”

He smiled in agreement.

“I was a Scrapper first, remember.”

“Does that mean you know the right buyer?” he inquired.

“I have someone who might be able to point us in the right direction, but they are on the other side of the universe, so we may just be sitting on those bottles for a while,” I told him.

“So long as it’s on your radar,” he said. “And how do you two divide the workload? Who cooks and cleans and the like?”

I fixed him with a blank look.

“You just do what you want, when you want or… I’m guessing… if you want?” he asked, not bothering to conceal his judgment.

“That’s about the shape of it,” I admitted.

He let out a long snort, blasting me with the air from massive nostrils. “Once I settle in, I’ll have a look around and determine what we need to not live like heathens. I will also work on a breakdown of the responsibilities on the ship based on skill sets.” He paused, rubbing his chin and causing flakes of dry hide to scatter down to the floor. “Perhaps I’ll interview both you and Lara to assess what strengths you bring to the table.”

I reached out and patted him on the bicep. “Sounds good.”

“I ran a profitable bar for years, and it was by understanding my employees, assessing their skills, and then getting out of their way once they were assigned tasks suited to them,” he explained.

“Your natural talents were wasted on Bussel,” I said sincerely.

He grinned at that, showing the long, tusk-like teeth in the corners of his mouth.

“I’ll see that they aren’t,” I assured him, and I meant it.

As I watched him begin to get settled in, I appreciated just how right Lara had been. If we were going to try and take on an ancient evil, we would need the help of smart people. Alek was just such a man. Strong, intelligent and capable, he would be an asset from the onset. Even if he was going to make me work and clean up the Buzzard.

He turned back to look at me. “At the moment, as your doctor, I insist you get some rest.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,” I said, turning to my bunk.

I pulled off my jacket and looked down at the bandage taped to my ribs. This had been close, and I had been lucky that Alek was able to patch me up, but I might not get lucky again. Peeling back the tape, I saw that the biological gel was already working. The angry-looking purple entry wound was closing up and it wouldn’t be long before I was fully recovered.

I pulled the rough wool blanket up over my body and let the familiar sounds of the Buzzard lull me to sleep.

I didn’t know how long I was out when Lara’s voice jarred me back to reality. Through the speaker in my room, she called out, “Hank, you need to see this!”


16


[image: ]


I was standing and yanking on a shirt before I was fully conscious. Swaying forward, I had to brace myself against the doorframe before pulling myself through and clattering forward toward the cockpit. I stepped into the room and saw what Lara was referring to. Through the window, was the asteroid base that Edwin called home, and in front of it, the destroyed wreckage of dozens of the small fighters he had used to defend his position.

“Shit.”

“Yeah,” Lara agreed. “Shit.”

Lara piloted us through the ship graveyard, and I couldn’t help but assess all the scrap as we flew down toward the domes on the large rock in space. Each and every one of the fighters had salvageable engine parts, weapon components, and fuel to be siphoned. Obviously this wasn’t the time for that, but it crossed my mind nevertheless.

“Ned,” I said after a moment.

“Error,” the computer system responded.

Lara looked up at me quickly. “Yeah,” she said, her voice tinged with worry. “I don’t know what we're going to find down there, but I think it’s a pretty safe bet that Edwin didn’t get himself to a Kyrogi doctor in time. I just hope that she was simply looking for revenge and not also looking to ransack the place. But if she wanted to hurt Edwin, destroying his life’s work seemed like the best way.”

“It’s bad enough that she shot me, but if she has Ned…” I seethed. My blood was beginning to boil, and I could see a vein in Lara’s neck pulling at her flesh. She was keeping herself calm in order to fly the Buzzard, but I knew the rage inside her was thrashing against her mind.

Alek shadowed the doorway just as Lara began our descent toward the landing pad. The bay door closed behind us before flooding the room with oxygen.

“More bad news?” he asked, but neither of us answered, instead just pushed him backward down the hall to the common area and passed him on our way down to the ramp.

He followed as we rushed off the ship, broke into a sprint, and ran through the hallway toward Edwin’s lab. The door parted before us, and we careened into the space, then came to a quick stop to see the place almost as we had left it.

Nothing had been destroyed or damaged or even pushed around. But there was a shimmering splatter of blood on the ground.

Alek lumbered over to it and squinted down to examine the stain.

“Eight, maybe ten hours,” he assessed. “Human blood changes color over time, and even though it’s not an exact science, I’d venture to guess that I’m pretty close.”

Beyond where Alek was staring at the stain, I saw the cube that housed Ned’s personality. I ran over and picked it up before noticing that it was still attached by a line of cables to one of the computers.

“You think it will damage him if I unplug it?” I asked Lara as she approached.

“I have absolutely no idea whatsoever,” she said, looking at me as though I was an idiot for even asking. She was upset. And so was I, but I would need to make sure to keep both of us focused on the task at hand.

Kneeling, I stared at Ned’s cube. I couldn’t just leave him here. Not like this.

I followed the cables to the computer, the long strand dipping down between where two tables had been pushed together. Peering into the dark, I noticed that the two portions had unplugged from one another.

I hoped it was Edwin who had done it but knew I wouldn’t find out until I discovered what happened to the man. In the meantime, I could take Ned with me. I stood and pulled the cords from the cube before placing it in my pocket.

I felt better knowing that he was back with me.

I then walked over to the computer console to look at all the screens operated by the single keyboard. I tapped the spacebar, and the monitor directly in front of me flashed to life, the blinking green indicator pulsing on a black background.

SECURITY

This brought up a menu with different options, and I was glad that Edwin had been grabbed fast enough to have not locked down his computer. If we had been forced to guess his password or unlock his systems, we would have been here for ages.

CAMERA FEED

I clicked through, the screens all around me displaying images from the facility. There was much more to it than I had realized, though the vast majority of it was little more than decommissioned mining remnants: empty rooms that once held machinery now churning away on some other asteroid.

Seeing myself hunched over the keyboard in the live feed, I began typing again.

REWIND

All the images started wiggling as they reversed. I stared at the one containing myself, watching me disappear and then nothing for a long moment. I paused when I saw movement. But I realized after a moment that it was a fly buzzing around in front of the camera and I continued back in time.

I watched Edwin be carried backward and put on the ground before bending and falling up into a standing position.

The person disappeared from behind him after hitting him in the back of the head. He talked for a while and then turned around, hunching over Ned’s cube like a vulture.

PLAY

Alek and Lara were now standing over me watching as the video feed began moving forward through time.

Edwin was working away frantically when the sound of the door opening behind him caused him to turn around and look at the intruders in shock.

“Why is he surprised?” Lara asked. “He would have known the facility was under siege when he dispatched all his fighters.”

Her question was answered a moment later when Satyn’s voice filled the room along, with the shadows of several people.

“Oh, honey, you haven’t changed the locks since we separated,” she cooed condescendingly.

I shook my head. “Guess he thought he had more time…”

He stared at his ex-wife, who was somewhere off camera. “What are you doing here, and why did you destroy my defenses?”

She barked a laugh. “Why do you think?”

“If I knew the answer, I wouldn’t have asked you,” he stated in the flat affect I had come to expect from him.

“You are exactly who you are, my dear,” she said, and I was sure he didn’t pick up on the mockery in her tone.

“We all are,” he stated. “Yet that doesn’t answer my question.”

“I’m here because you set bounty hunters on me!” she shrieked. “You thought you would get away with it?”

“Apparently, I overestimated their abilities.”

She laughed again, and though it was an angry, pointed sound, it still carried some of the natural ease that had taken us in upon meeting her. “You overestimated their intelligence.”

Lara muttered some curses in an alien language I recognized but couldn’t place.

“Oh, I doubt that,” Edwin said on the monitor. “I believe they were exactly as intelligent as I thought they were.”

Her shadow shifted, and another person crossed the screen, moving in around the side of Edwin.

“So, you caught my bounty hunters. What do you want from me?”

“Oh, Edwin,” she said quietly. “I want the same thing that I have wanted since the moment I discovered Zora: for you to suffer.”

“I see,” he answered, the faintest hint of surprise in his voice.

“Oh, so now you see?”

“I never meant to hurt you,” he said.

Her cold laugh cut through the room again. “You never meant for any of the emotions, Edwin. And I was never mad at you for that. I knew exactly who you were and how you were from the moment we met.”

“Then why were you so upset?” he asked and seemed to sincerely wish to understand.

She huffed. “Because you cheated on me.”

“Oh, shit,” I murmured.

Edwin shook his head. “I never cheated on you.”

At that, she must have given the thug at Edwin’s side a signal because that was when he cold-cocked the man, dropping him to the ground. Whatever weapon he had used broke the skin, Edwin’s head leaving the stain we now stood beside.

“We leaving him?” the thug asked Satyn.

“No,” she answered quickly. “I’m not done with him yet. Let’s take him home.”

Another of her men moved in, and they dragged him away.

“Where’s home for them?” Lara asked.

“Probably not the space station of that name,” I said for lack of anything better.

Alek looked at us in confusion. “What space station?”

“Long story,” Lara answered. She stared at the monitor a moment longer. “What now? I think we could head back to Libby and have her give us all the information we can get on Satyn. If that even is her real name.”

I thought about it, looking around his lab. None of the equipment was the highest end stuff on the market, but it wasn’t stuff salvaged from scrap sites. And there was a lot of it.

“Who pays for all this?” I asked.

Alek rubbed his chin. “His employer, presumably.”

“Exactly,” I said and watched Lara’s eyes light up.

“And if we can find his employer,” she began.

“We can get them to put out a proper bounty on Satyn,” I finished.

Alek, who had been watching the exchange with all of his eyes, smirked. “You two are just too cute.”

“Oh, shut up,” Lara said, but her excitement about making this a proper bounty hunt was still obvious.

“So, where do we go from here?” Alek asked, still smirking down at us.

I looked up at the camera that I now knew was watching us and said, “I’ll tell you back on the ship.”

I leaned in again and looked around Edwin’s workstation, then found a disk, inserted it into the side of the computer, and downloaded the video. It took a moment, the computer chugging as it transferred the file.

“I’m surprised you know how to do that,” Lara observed, and I glanced over my shoulder at her.

“Think I’m only a grease monkey?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Maybe not the term I would have used but…”

“Well, I know some technical things too,” I stated.

Alek snorted a laugh. “Is this because of that one time the shop got broken into but Lutch didn’t know how to work the security feed?”

I groaned. “Having two people who were around for so much of my life really ruins my ability to make myself sound intriguing or mysterious.”

“You are a great many things, Hank Spears, but intriguing and mysterious are not among them,” Lara said with a laugh.

“Oh, he’s a little bit intriguing,” Alek said, but it mostly sounded like pity.

“I feel like Ned would have some perfectly smart-alecky thing to say to this,” Lara added, but the mention of our friend instantly reminded us that it was time to go.

The download finished, then I ejected the disk and jammed it into a pocket.

“We should,” I began, but Lara finished for me.

“Go.”

And we did, turning and making our way down the hallway toward the Buzzard.

“You guys did it again,” Alek said with another laugh.

But neither of us answered until we were on the ship and taking off.

“Suniuo Relay Station,” I told him.

“What?”

The door above the ship opened, and I lifted us out, getting us clear of the asteroid as quickly as I could.

“You asked where we are going,” I reminded him. “And that’s it. It is a relay station from the time of the Old War, and it's run by another AI…”

“A sassy AI,” Lara told him.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Sassy is certainly one word for her.”

“And she has an arm for a pet.”

Alek looked back and forth between the two of us from his spot in the doorway. “A what?”
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When we arrived at the station, Alek stared through the window at the station with its doors ajar and lights flickering. “Looks like something out of a horror movie.”

“By design,” I told him. “Libby has the station rigged to look like that to keep visitors out, and it’s worked for two hundred years.”

“Well,” Lara said, “I think the fact that it's far out and there is no reason for anyone to come poking around combined with the fact that she hacks communications to keep herself off Consortium radars is more likely the reason.”

I shrugged. “Right, well, whatever the reason is, she has stayed safe out here and given us a place to operate out of from time to time.”

“The two of you seem to have found yourselves quite the odd network of friends,” Alek observed. “Myself included.”

“We need to get a Vekrass in here next,” I joked.

“Depending on what Ned found out about the superweapon,” Lara said ominously, “we might need a full army.”

“That’s going to be a problem,” Alek said while I maneuvered us forward, then slowed our progress and landed the Buzzard in the docking bay that Libby had set aside for us. It wasn’t much different from any of the others except that we had cleaned it up, and it was in close proximity to the control room.

Technically, we could speak to Libby from anywhere in the station, but the digital face that she used to represent herself could only be found in the control room, so that tended to be where we had our conversations. She could also display information together from the feltwork on monitors there, and when all was said and done, it was an easy and convenient place to communicate. Since, as a relay station, that’s what it was designed for.

“Raising an army wouldn’t be easy under the best of conditions, but fugitives from the law who work as bounty hunters and spend their free time investigating some theoretical ancient threat can find it hard to make friends,” Alek continued as we stepped down off the ramp and into the station. “To say nothing of the financial aspect. The Consortium military is paid for by taxes and Parliamentarians trying to make a name for themselves, but you two seem to be operating somewhere between broke and⁠—”

“Broke as a joke?” Libby interrupted through a speaker in the docking bay.

Alek tried to remain stoic, but it was obvious that he was thrown by the disembodied voice. Lara and I had become so accustomed to our AI companions that they just felt like part of the team and people whose opinions mattered. But for Alek, who would undoubtedly have had no experience with the personality constructs, it would be a shock.

“Maybe not the phrase I would have used, but the ideas are the same,” Alek said, his voice shaking only a little.

“Nice,” Libby said excitedly. “Good to know that we are on the same page already. I’m Libby, Civilian AI Rank Two of the Consortium Information Department… now retired…”

“Good to meet you, I’m Alek,” the Kyrog said, pressing a hand against his chest in greeting.

“It really is nice to meet me,” Libby agreed enthusiastically. “I’m great!”

“If you do say so yourself,” I said.

The computerized personality huffed. “Pretty sure you’d be dead without me. If that doesn’t make me great, I don’t know what does.”

“She makes a good point,” Alek agreed. “And by that standard, I’m also great.”

“Ooh, you saved their lives too!?” Libby exclaimed. “That’s so in right now.”

“To be fair, I only saved Hank’s life,” Alek said with a little laugh.

The three of us crossed the room, and Libby opened the door to the hallway leading directly to her control room, then she turned on the lights so they didn’t flicker the way they normally did.

Looking back on how frightening it had been to walk these halls the first time, I realized just how much the human mind is willing to play tricks on itself. It hadn’t taken much more than skittering sounds, strobing lights, and some red paint to make me believe the entire station had been overrun by rumored Sectiaan aliens.

Lara looked up as though that would help when communicating with Libby. “Alek didn’t need to save my life,” she clarified.

“That’s because you are a badass bounty hunter,” Libby said without missing a beat. “And Hank is⁠—”

“Getting there,” Lara finished.

I shook my head. “Laugh all you want, peanut gallery, but I am the one who found Ned, uncovered the truth about the potential reality of Codename: Extinction, and survived multiple encounters with an Inquisitor. To say nothing of upending my entire life for this new cause.”

“Two badass bounty hunters then,” Alek offered with a kind smile.

“Right,” Libby said dubiously. “Anyway, since we are talking about the Inquisition anyway, you guys got my message about Gregory?”

“We did,” I said.

Alek looked as though he was about to speak, but the door opened before us, revealing the room rowed with computer stations and terminating with a bank of screens displaying a green face.

It would certainly have been a lot to take in for Alek, but it was made worse when a robotic arm came skittering across the floor directly for Lara, then nuzzled its knuckles against her ankle. It moved on fingers at the front, and more finger-like extensions at the back.

“Hi, Armond,” Lara cooed, kneeling and running her hand along the metallic forearm.

Alek let out a long breath. “I’ve seen a lot of things in my day, but I can’t say any of it competes with what I’m looking at now.”

“Imagine watching that thing jump through a Peacer’s chest,” I said with a grim chuckle. Then something clicked in my mind. I snapped my fingers and pointed at the Libby screens. “Maybe that’s why I have been seeing the acolytes and why Imogen interviewed… or interrogated… you alone the second time.”

“John Gregory is dealing with the thing on Emortium but sent her after us,” Lara finished.

“Obviously,” Libby said.

“What happened on Emortium?” Alek asked.

I looked at him, my brows knitting in surprise. “Didn’t you always have the news on in the bar?”

“Yes. But one, I wouldn’t watch it because I would be working, and two, I haven’t been working at the bar for a while, remember?”

I nodded and held up my hands defensively.

But he continued to rub it in, “Because some people had my boss arrested and didn’t think about the others that this might impact.”

“Don’t expect us to apologize for that,” Lara said.

“Just saying,” he grumbled. “So can somebody fill me in?”

“I wouldn’t mind more details either,” I added, looking at Libby.

“Well, you know I’m happy to fill you in on the hottest gossip,” she said excitedly. “It all started with an interview given by Oscar Pascal, one of the hottest celebs on earth. He was talking about how he prepared for a role and mentioned how he took a cocktail of drugs, and while listing them, he mentioned taking fixipak.

“I take it from your dumbfounded looking face that you don’t know what the drug does. Well, it’s an anti-rejection drug that’s been illegal for as long as I have, and it prevents our bodies from rejecting our cybernetic parts. I don’t have to tell you that it raised a few eyebrows, and soon, John Gregory was spotted on the planet.

“Given what you guys said earlier, I should probably mention that his redheaded lapdog was not in tow. So, it’s safe to assume that she was after you.”

“She caught us back on Bussel,” I interrupted. “She was definitely after us.”

“Anyway,” Libby continued as though what I had added was incredibly boring. “The reports became scattered as the Consortium tried to suppress any information leaking out about the workings of the Inquisition but, of course, feltwork sleuths and rubberneckers posting vids paint what I assume is a pretty accurate picture of what followed.”

On three of the monitors mounted into the command consoles around the room, a grainy security camera video displayed the exterior of a lavish Emortium apartment, complete with a holographic NO ENTRY sign, false gardens under vitamin D lights, and even a water feature burbling under a statue of a serene looking bald man with folded legs. Lara, Alek, and I moved in around one of the stations, though Libby had undoubtedly turned on one for each of us.

In the video, the front door opened, and John Gregory lumbered within, his own dark robes flowing behind him. A moment later, the Inquisitor could be seen pulling a disheveled celebrity from their home and off screen.

“Oscar wasn’t heard from for several days,” Libby continued. “And when he was, he definitely didn’t seem like his former self.”

The image on the screen changed to the face of a man I recognized from a movie that I had gone to see and gave no attention to. Opting instead to focus on the girl I had invited to join me.

The man on the screen was pale and had deep streaks under his eyes that accompanied sleepless nights and a tremor in his voice that denoted pure fear. “I, Oscar Pascal, would like to address some recent concerns. After a recent interview, I have come to understand that some of my words and actions were harmful to the universal population, and for that, I deeply and sincerely apologize.”

The screen cut out, and Libby continued. “He goes on, but I feel like you guys get the sense already. Gregory obviously put the screws to him.”

“Why not just kill him?” I asked.

The man who had spent his recent years working for gangsters answered immediately. “Because what’s left of the man is an example to everybody else.”

“Exactly,” Libby affirmed. “The message boards are full of people terrified of the Inquisition after this. He never says it by name, and that scares people even more. This was a reminder that if they can come for famous people, they can come for anyone. Leaving this gaunt, terrified husk of a man sends the exact message that the Inquisition wants. Of course, what followed served to hammer the point home.”

“What followed?” Alek asked, cocking his head inquisitively.

“This is the part where I had to tap a few more sources in order to try to get any, like, realistic image of what happened,” Libby said, her voice carrying a hint of pride in her investigative skills. “Check this,” she said, and the screen flashed to life again.

The video that displayed now was from a camera mounted in the corner of a room where a Consortium Prefect officer sat opposite the heavyset older man whose jowls jiggled under a thin white beard. He was putting on a brave face, smiling at the officer and laughing as the video began to play, but even I could see that he was scared.

“Oh, no, no, no,” the man said. “My office is fully aboveboard.”

“We have reason to believe it is not, Doctor Kirkman,” the officer said, tapping on the table between them with a finger. “If there’s anything you want to tell us, I would do so now.”

Dr. Kirkman looked in the direction of the camera, but just below it, and then back at the officer. “Please, I have a family,” he stuttered.

“Just asking you some questions here, buddy,” the prefect said casually, but the man’s eyes flicked back in the direction of the camera.

“Perhaps you should have thought of them before making the decisions that you did.” Gregory’s voice emanated from beneath our viewpoint.

“Allegedly,” the officer said irritably. “And you have nothing to fear, Doctor. You’re in the middle of a Prefect Precinct in the capital of the Consortium. And while anything you say may, and will, be used against you in a court of law, you don’t have to worry about anything else.”

“I think I’d like my lawyer now,” the man said, still trying to sound confident and just appearing like a scared child.

“You have a court-appointed attorney waiting for you outside this door, but in Inquisitorial matters, we have the right to conduct one interview before you are granted access to your attorney,” the officer said as though he was reading from some boilerplate form. His voice was tired and disinterested and not what I would’ve expected from somebody on the cusp of cracking a huge case.

“Then let me just end this interview by saying I didn’t do anything wrong,” the doctor said. “Whatever any of my patients told you was a lie. They are desperate people who are out to frame an innocent man.”

“A guilty man would be a more apt description,” John Gregory said.

The officer tapped the table again before gesturing toward the door behind the doctor. When he did, four officers came trooping in, wearing their full armor and helmets, holding evidence bags full of robotic human parts.

“This was all seized from your office, and it corroborates the statements provided by your patients,” the officer stated, waving a lazy hand in the direction of the prefects now standing at attention beside the table. Dr. Kirkman’s face went white as a sheet. “They cannot provide those statements, doctor-patient privilege,” he said, his voice becoming nearly a shout.

At that comment, the officer chuckled. “That’s just not how any of that works,” he said. “Now, would you like to give us a statement, or do you want to keep wasting our time. It’s already two in the morning, and I’d like to get a couple of hours of shut-eye before my next shift.”

The doctor’s hands were now shaking, and his shirt displaying the name of some bar and grill was soaked through the neck and armpits. “Okay,” he said finally. “I’ll tell you. It was all my receptionist. She masterminded the whole thing. How about you cut me a deal, and I’ll tell you everything?”

The officer leaned back in his chair and ran his hands through his hair, before lacing them behind his head and groaning in pure irritation. “What are you doing here?”

“Trying to tell you the truth,” the man said desperately, but his eyes were drawn to the threatening man below the camera.

“This is beginning to feel like a waste of time. Perhaps I will ask your children what they know of your business. How many kids do you have, and how many would you like to have at the conclusion of this interview?” Gregory hissed.

At that, the officer turned to look at him, his tired eyes registering his disdain at having to share the interview room with an Inquisitor. “Listen, guy, stuff like that doesn’t really fly around here. We don’t threaten kids.”

“It wasn’t a threat, it was a question,” John Gregory intoned. “I simply need this man to understand that I’m tired of his answers. Tired of his evasiveness. And tired of his lies.”

“I get that,” the officer said. “But we also just got started, and there’s a lot to unpack here, so maybe let the man speak before, you know, saying that kind of thing.”

“Tell us what we want to know,” Gregory said, obviously to the doctor.

The miserable doctor began to weep and buried his face in his hands for a long moment before looking up at the officer. “I did it,” he said quietly. “I’ve augmented people, improved them with robotic parts.

“If you would consider cutting me a deal, I’ll get you a list of all of my clients,” he offered miserably. “I would even consider—” But he couldn’t finish the thought.

Gregory shot out from under the camera and unsheathed his blade as he blurred across the screen. His weapon, glowing with its internal fire, sliced through the man’s neck cleanly, searing his flesh, and the head fell from the shoulders without any blood.

There was a moment of calm before the room erupted in activity.

“What the fuck?” the officer shouted as he threw himself to his feet, sending his chair clattering across the room while the prefects with the evidence bags dropped what they were holding to either rush toward the Inquisitor or out of the room. And the feed went blank.

The three of us looked up at Libby wordlessly.

“Yeah, so, that happened,” she said. “Obviously, most people haven’t seen what you’ve just seen, but since I’m, you know, really good, you get the inside track.”

Alek turned to look at the two of us. “That’s the man who’s after you?”

“That’s the one,” I admitted, feeling a pit in my stomach. Seeing Imogen had been a reminder that the Inquisition was after us, but watching the casual way John Gregory removed a man’s head from his shoulders was petrifying.

He had destroyed Port Tortue to get to me, killed my uncle for seeing me, and would stop at nothing to do to us what he had done to Dr. Kirkman.

“I would understand if you wanted to rescind your offer to work with us,” I told Alek seriously.

“Naw, I still think I’m safer with you than sitting around on Bussel waiting for them to show up,” he said. “So, you’re stuck with me.”

“Hey, speaking of stuck with you, where’s Ned?”
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A long silence followed after we explained to Libby about meeting Twain and the computer virus that was still affecting Ned.

“And you didn’t come to me first?” she asked, equal parts angry and sad.

I knew this was delicate territory and wanted to be sure I answered in a way that didn’t make her more upset. “We considered it but… what could you have done?”

It was a long moment before she answered, and Armond tapped an inpatient finger on the top of the computer console where he had curled up while we were talking.

“I dunno, researched about how to make them better… maybe have you guys learn some computer science from lessons I could find on the feltwork or…” She was drawing at straws here and we all knew it, but I understood that she was angry and just wanted to help.

“We were acting as quickly as we could and I knew that Zenobia would have a contact we could use,” Lara said. “Sorry if you felt like we should’ve come to you first, but it turned out Edwin was our best chance.”

“And,” I added for good measure, “we didn’t want you to get infected too. I left Ned’s cube in the ship because I want neither you nor Armond risking yourselves by interacting with a diseased Ned.”

Now, this wasn’t something that I had thought of or that we had discussed before this very moment, but it did have the benefit of being true.

“Okay,” Libby said in resignation. “I guess that makes sense.”

“We just want to be sure you’re okay, Libby,” Lara offered.

“I’m not,” she said. “But I know that the best thing that I can do right now for Ned is help you. So, tell me about Edmund.”

“Edwin,” I corrected. “And I know it’s not possible for you to forget those kinds of things, so we take the point.”

“Just let me have my petty sass,” she said.

“Edwin Stern is a researcher studying the relationships between man and machine to better understand human potential and what happened when we outlawed all artificial technology entirely,” I began.

But Libby didn’t let me continue. “Well, that’s the kind of research I can get into,” she said excitedly. “Though, I’m a bit surprised he’s permitted to keep working.”

“I get the sense that he does it quietly,” I suggested. “His lab is an abandoned mining station on an asteroid, so it’s not particularly easy to track him down and visit. The only reason we were able to find out about him and go see him was because Zenobia trusted us.”

“And because she wants us to get back to work and we promised we would,” Lara added.

“And that,” I agreed. “But when we tracked him down, he wouldn’t accept payment to repair Ned. Rather, he wanted us to go threaten his wife.”

“He wanted us to kill his wife,” Lara corrected.

“Right,” I affirmed. “But when we went and saw her, she shot me, and we had to get back to Alek.”

“Oh, I know this part,” Alek put in, sounding excited to be part of the storytelling. “And after I saved his life, we returned to the lab to discover that Edwin had been captured by his wife.”

“I’m all caught up,” Libby said. “What can I do?”

I fished the disc out of my pocket and inserted it into the computer console before me. “We need you to find Edwin’s employer and put them in contact with us.”

“I can do that,” Libby exclaimed. “Just give me a minute. You know I need to cover my tracks and make sure I’m doing everything in a way that doesn’t get us caught.”

“We know, and you do a great job of it,” I assured her.

Alek looked at Lara. “While we wait, you know what we could do?” he said and tapped the rectangle of cards bulging from the breast pocket of his shirt.

“Ooh, I’m not sure we have enough time,” Lara said, looking back and forth between Libby and Alek.

“Done,” Libby said, and the Kyrog blinked in confusion.

“You were able to find his employer that quickly?” he asked in utter astonishment.

“Uh, yep,” she said, and while she wasn’t necessarily bragging, there was an unmistakable pride in her tone. “I’m even getting in contact with their public relations branch right now.”

“Computers do things… quickly…” Alek assessed. “Another reason that the ban is foolish.”

“Well, while I totally agree and would love to continue down this path, I think it’s important for you guys to know who you’re about to talk to,” Libby said.

“Agreed,” I said. “Tell us what we need to know.”

“Well, the fact that he’s allowed to operate makes more sense to me now because he is not just doing research for some university or something,” she led, pausing just long enough to build our interest to the point where we would ask her to spit it out. “He works for Turaco Munitions in a branch of their R&D department. So, while he might be researching something all of us agree with philosophically, he’s not doing it altruistically, if you take my point.”

“Why would one of the universe’s biggest weapon companies be interested in this kind of research?” Alek asked.

“My guess would be to make better weapons,” Lara suggested.

“And now Satyn’s interest in the man makes a heck of a lot more sense,” I added.

Lara nodded vigorously. “Exactly. That whole love story was bullshit.”

“Well, whether they were in love or not, we know that she specializes in procuring things that people want, and getting close to somebody on the inside of a company that sells armaments would only make that easier for her.”

“It’s all starting to come together for us,” Lara asserted, and for the first time since getting shot, I felt like we might be moving in a good direction.

“Got somebody on the line,” Libby said. “You ready?”

Lara looked at me. “You take this one.”

She stepped beside me, pushing Alek out of the view of the camera mounted above the screen on the console we were all gathered around. I nodded.

“Put them through.”

The screen crackled, and I saw three people in suits staring at me from behind a conference room table. Two of them were human, one was a Vekrass, and they all had the symbol of a plumed bird that represented their company on a patch above their heart. They were sitting in front of a large window overlooking a planet, and it was obvious that they were coming to me from a low-orbit station.

“Hello?” the woman in the middle said. She had shoulder-length blond hair cut into a bob, with long bangs that hung straight across her forehead and a stern expression beneath. “With whom are we speaking?”

“I am Hunter Spears,” I announced, using my command voice. “I’m contacting you in regard to Edwin Stern. We have evidence that he has been taken hostage by his ex-wife, Satyn.”

The three people gathered their heads together and whispered for a moment, before turning back to the camera. “Can you provide said evidence?”

“We can,” I said. “But before we do, I want a guaranteed contract to find your employee and bring his kidnapper to justice. You will not use your in-house recovery team, but rather you’ll open a Conclave authorized bounty that we can follow up on.”

They conferred once again, undoubtedly weighing the cost of hiring us versus the cost of using their own people. “If your evidence proves valid, then we accept your deal. The safe return of our employee is paramount to us, as is the health and safety of all Turaco Munitions staff. If one of our people is in danger, we don’t care who returns them, so long as they are returned in one piece.”

It was difficult not to laugh in her face. I comprehended the world well enough to know that they didn’t care one iota for the safety of their staff, but rather for the safety of their public image. They understood that by not accepting my deal, I could go to the news media with the video and make their lives complicated.

Was I implicitly blackmailing them to get the bounty that I wanted?

Yes, yes I was. But I had no qualms about doing that to a giant company that armed and armored the universe.

“Then, we have a deal,” I said and nodded in the direction of Libby so that she would upload the video.

When they received it, the woman in the middle held up a finger to imply that they needed a moment, and the screen went black.

“That was good,” Lara praised.

“Hunter Spears will be a rank five in no time,” I said and shot her a smile.

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know if I would go that far…”

After a moment, the three reappeared on the screen. “Our techs have validated the video and believe that this is an avenue worth pursuing. We will open the bounty for both the capture of Satyn Stern and the safe return of Edwin. It will be double if both goals can be achieved, and half if we receive only two corpses.”

Thinking about how badly I needed Edwin in order to save Ned, I said, “Oh, don’t you worry, we’ll get you both of them.”

“Wonderful,” the woman said without a hint of enthusiasm in her voice. “Is there anything else you need from us?”

“Yes,” I said. “I need Edwin’s home address.”

This time, they waved over a person from offscreen who, if I had to guess, was a company lawyer. This time they huddled for a much longer time.

“Unfortunately, his file does not include a home address. We have a location for his office, but if you are in possession of this video, I believe you have already been there,” she explained.

“You can employ someone without having their address?” I asked in astonishment. “What’s written in the file?”

“Planet Ten Hundred,” she scoffed, but even before I had time to answer, the screen on the console beside me lit up with the image of a planet.

“Well, I guess that will have to do,” I said as though she was providing me with some kind of lead.

“Feel free to contact us with any additional requests for information,” she said. “And, unless there’s anything else?”

“No, we're good,” I told her, and the communication went dead. “Libby, give us any information you can on this planet. It is where we have to go now.”

“What’s the rush?” she asked.

All three of us laughed at once.

“Because Turaco Munitions is already prepping their extraction team and going to the planet to rescue their man before I can arrive,” I explained. “It wasn’t that she didn’t believe he was on a planet or that it had a stupid name—she didn’t want to give me that name because they want their people to have a head start. As it stands, we now have a pretty even chance.”

“Oh,” Libby said. “How did you know that?”

“We’ve all lived out in the real world,” Alek said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Okay, well, if that’s the case,” Libby began, sounding dejected, “then let me tell you a bit about this planet. It’s in the far reaches and is only inhabited by a small group of colonists who hitched a ride on a trade vessel nearly three hundred years ago. They were following the teachings of a self-proclaimed prophet who promised them a beautiful new life and an escape from the persecution they were facing on Earth. His people believed him, so they sold everything they had and followed him onto the ship only to discover⁠—”

“That he had fleeced them out of their money, lured them on to a ship, and abandoned them?” I finished.

“Oh, yeah?” Libby said, sounding even more disappointed.

I was about to repeat my point about being experienced in the ways of people once again when Libby made the sound of a buzzer.

“No!” she cheered. “The prophet totally believed what he was preaching, smart guy! Just let me finish the story.”

She sounded like her old self after that.

“It was his second-in-command who took all their money and jumped off the ship right before it was about to take off. When the traders found out that the pilgrims had nothing to pay them with, they deposited the poor wretches on the nearest technically habitable planet: Ten Hundred.”

“So, are there people still living there? Edwin could have a home there?” I asked, then turned and began to walk toward the door.

“Technically, sure,” Libby said.

At that, we all started rushing back in the direction of the Buzzard. Running alongside Lara was easy and quick, but when Alek broke out into a bounding run, the ground shook with each thundering step and metal beneath him groaned.

“Do you guys need anything else?” Libby asked, but I was hardly paying attention. I needed to get to Edwin before the Turaco recovery team did. Every major corporation in the universe had their own security teams.

Some were more active than others, and some companies even relied on the Consortium prefects to handle difficult situations. Munitions businesses were not among those, and their marshals were some of the most feared people in the universe. Paid well, armed better than a Consortium heavy mech, and with the near unlimited authority that comes with being able to bribe anyone, they were a force you didn’t want to mess with.

If they got to Edwin before we did, he would be whisked away, and we would be back to square one while we waited for Libby and her mechanical arm to try and teach themselves ancient debugging.

I would not let that happen.

“We don’t need anything else,” I huffed, running up the ramp into the ship. “Thanks for all you do.”

“Awww, you’re welcome,” she said happily through the heavy speakers in the docking bay. “Go get my Neddy back!”

Grim determination crossed my face, and I fired up the Buzzard. Lara strapped in beside me. “We have to call him ‘Neddy,’” she said with a laugh. “He’ll just hate it.”
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“So, here’s an interesting tidbit,” I said to Lara as we hurtled through the gyre tube. Alek was busying himself in the back of the ship. After once again grumbling about the lack of ingredients we carried, he had set about cleaning and organizing what we had in the kitchen before starting to cook. This was, I had learned, another thing he took great pride in.

“Is it actually an interesting tidbit or something that you and Ned would find interesting that I would think is unbearably boring?” Lara asked with her feet up on the console. She was examining what seemed to be the beginning of a tear in the right knee of her stealth suit.

I stroked my chin thoughtfully. “Let’s find out?” I said, and she groaned. “Apparently, the name of the planet was chosen by the daughter of the first human who discovered it,” I read from the information that Libby had sent us before we left her station. “After the advent of the Tidal Drive, early pioneers were sent to scour the universe to look for habitable planets and intelligent life. But after a long time doing that, these explorers would get bored naming planets and come up with ridiculous names…”

“Like Planet McPlanetface,” Lara put in.

“Right, or, in this case, simply let their child name it. This kid picked ‘ten hundred,’ and it was so named. Of course, there already was a Planet One Thousand taken, so even though they are pretty much the same thing, there are two planets that could technically be written as Planet One Zero Zero Zero.”

I looked up from the screen and over to Lara, who was pretending to sleep, her head back and mouth agape. As soon as I was done speaking, she added an audible snore. I was tempted to slap her feet off the dash but decided instead to quickly finish the opened and hastily rewrapped Space Bar plant-based nutrition stick from out of my pocket. Seeing that there was no mold on it, I threw a corner at her.

To my utter satisfaction, it landed right in her mouth. She sputtered, threw herself forward, and spit the thing onto the floor.

“Ew, Hank, what the hell?” she said.

I laughed. “You looked hungry,” I said innocently.

“You seriously haven’t changed since we were kids.” She leaned back and folded her arms across her chest.

“You’re one to talk,” I said, doing an imitation of her snoring.

“That was funny and you know it,” she said quietly.

I nodded. “And so was my Space Bar.”

At that, the sound of Alek clearing his throat drew both of our attention, and our heads snapped to see him standing in the doorway. “Am I to understand that while I’ve been cleaning the ship, the two of you have been spitting foodstuffs onto the floor?” he admonished.

“He started it,” Lara said quietly.

“Is it the fact that you’ve known each other since you were children that causes you to act like kids?” he asked in a way that implied he believed it was the case.

“If anyone’s acting like a child, it’s Hank,” Lara said, and I was happy to let her just keep talking.

“Really?” he asked, pointing to the piece of hocked up food. “Because I believe that was left by famed bounty hunter Kilara Vex. I wonder what Syn Kel Kal would say to that?”

The moment I heard the words leave his mouth, I knew that Alek had overestimated their friendship level, and I watched as Lara’s face contorted and turned a shade of crimson that bordered on purple. Her eyes narrowed, and her lips pulled.

“You know nothing of what I’ve been through,” she said, the comment sucking the air from the room.

Many Kyrogi expressions differed from human ones, though those who had lived with our species long enough adopted our affectations, but the one he wore now was clear as day.

“Lara, I’m—” he began, but she was already up and pushing past him, squeezing against his chest to make her way from the cockpit. He turned to follow, but I reached back from the pilot seat and grabbed a handful of shirt, stopping him.

“Let her take a moment,” I told him.

He pulled and I gripped harder. “I just want to apologize,” he said. “Bartenders don’t tend to misjudge a social situation that badly.”

“She’s always been a very passionate person,” I explained. “Her bounty hunter training has obviously tamped down a lot of that, but she still is who she is on a fundamental level.”

He cast all his eyes to the floor miserably. “So, she won’t be mad at me for long?”

“Oh, no, she might hold onto this one for a while, but she’s not actually mad at you, you know?”

“Humans are truly complex beings,” Alek said as though he had just discovered that at this very moment and was the first to stumble onto such a revelation.

I smirked and tilted my head, swiveling my chair slightly, causing the metal to scrape. “To be clear, you’re talking to somebody who’s seen the Kyrog apology dance.”

Alek groaned but smiled. “Lutch showed you that, did he?”

“He did,” I affirmed.

“Well, while I will spare her that, I will go and apologize to my new friend,” Alek said and I let go of his shirt, knowing that if he needed to say sorry, he was going to do it, and there was nothing I could do to stop him. Anyway, I had warned him that she might not appreciate it at this moment but ultimately, she could handle it however she wanted.

So, rather than trying to get in the middle of it, I went back to reading about Planet Ten Hundred until we washed out near the planet.

To my surprise, the surface of the planet looked white from a distance, and I glanced around to see several other planets surrounding it. I had read in the file that the nearest planet was not only also habitable, but also had much better surface conditions than where the angry haulers had dropped the pilgrims.

What was in no way surprising was that there was no traffic around the planet, and as we neared, there were no lights on the surface that I could make out. The coordinates for the landing pad were old, and I wasn’t sure what we would find when we landed, but there was only one way to find out.

I began the descent, and we plummeted first through the upper atmosphere and then into a thick cloud layer so dense that I turned on all the exterior lights, only to see the thick gray whiz by and water streak the window. Occasionally, the world would flash bright white as lightning popped somewhere nearby.

The Buzzard shook violently as we dropped down to the surface and came out from under the clouds into a torrential rainstorm. Steam poured from the ship and thrusters as the water evaporated, and we were engulfed. While keeping the ship steady, I felt every muscle in my body tense, my eyes on the gauges in front of me.

From somewhere behind me, I heard Lara shout something, but I couldn’t make it out, and I hoped the two of them were okay.

Extending the landing gear and activating the landing thrusters, I sucked in a breath and held it until I felt us touch down. When I disengaged the final thruster, I felt the ship sink for just a moment before settling down. That was not the feeling you wanted to get when landing on a foreign planet.

I squinted out the window, trying to see if we had landed in a bog or on some uneven surface, but the rain and darkness consumed the exterior light after only a meter. I stood and slid my feet into the boots that I had taken off as soon as we entered the gyre tube. I pulled on the laces and tied them snug before heading back down the hallway to see Lara and Alek sitting across from one another in a common space.

“I should’ve known,” I said, seeing the cards laid out before them.

Lara scoffed, not looking up from her cards. “That landing was so rough that you would’ve thought I was piloting.”

“My deck nearly slid off the table, and my resource cards got all farmisht,” Alek groused.

“You were just giving us a hard time about being like children, and yet I come back here to find you two playing a kids card game,” I pointed out, and the two of them looked up at me as though I had just pulled out my gun.

But before they could make their argument, I held up a hand. “Listen, the Turaco marshals are going to be right on our heels, and we don’t have time to discuss your little game. Let’s get moving.”

Lara stood, but Alek didn’t.

“We decided it would be best if I stayed back and guarded the ship,” he told me.

I looked at him in confusion. “I mean, we need to get to Edwin first, but I don’t think there’s any reason to believe that the marshals would sabotage our ship.”

“It’s not that,” Lara said.

“It’s just that we suspect these folks might be more inclined to help two humans,” he said, and I nodded.

“Sure, that makes sense,” I agreed.

“And anyway, I still have a lot of work to do around the ship.”

Lara patted him on the shoulder. “You better not touch those cards.”

“I’ll forgive that accusation,” he said. “But don’t call me a cheat again.”

“Don’t give me a reason to,” Lara shot back, pulling her hair up into a ponytail and then beginning to put on the mask that turned her into Kilara Vex.

Likewise, I plucked up my goggles and then pulled them down over my eyes before sliding the bandana up over my nose. It wasn’t much, but it made me look more like Hunter Spears than just some former scrapper… or so I hoped. My bounty hunter look was certainly an amalgamation of my new and old life.

I wore the chest plate that I had stolen off a bounty hunter sent to kill me atop the coveralls that had served as my work uniform for most of my adult life. The old toolbelt I wore had been outfitted with two holsters and now had a spot for cuffs and a throwable tracking device, in addition to my normal scrapping tools, which still came in handy from time to time.

This was all under a heavy hide jacket that Lutch had bought me on his birthday, telling me, “I have enough crap I don’t need, and I thought the thing that would make me happiest on the day I came squealing into the world was to get my boy something to cover his back.” It was one of those moments when, as a young person, I had admired the man more than anybody else in the universe.

“Good luck, you two,” Alek said, giving a little wave.

I pulled on a wide-brimmed hat and then we headed down the ramp and out from under the protection of the ship into the darkness. Rain pounded us in a relentless torrent, and Lara pointed in the direction of a dim yellow light. We followed in that direction, gravel crunching under our feet, and I understood why the Buzzard had sunk when we arrived.

It wasn’t just that the landing platform was unpaved, it was that it was little more than rocks scattered over soft earth made worse by the torrential downpour. Lara clicked on a light and fixed it into a socket at the side of her mask, then cast it around, but there was hardly anything to see until we reached the source of the dim light.

A holo torch mounted on the end of a long stick was jammed into the earth beside a wooden post with a triangle pointing down a path into the dark. I pulled out my own flashlight and swung it around, revealing little more than an overgrown pathway surrounded on both sides by trees whose branches reached down like grabbing fingers.

We wasted no time in striking out into the forest, the thick foliage overhead diminishing the rain somewhat, but we were already completely soaked. Gravel gave way to nothing more than pressed earth and mud squished around our feet with every plodding step.

“You always take me to the best places,” Lara joked.

I chuckled, then pulled my hat off and ran a damp hand through my hair, before setting it back on my head. “At least we aren’t going back to Bussel anytime soon.”

“You got me there,” she acknowledged. “And I think Alek is going to make a good addition to the crew.”

“I agree,” I said, stepping over a huge root that had grown across the path but that bore the barkless smooth surface of being worn down by people treading upon it. “He’s a good man, and if he wants to clean the Buzzard and cook in addition to patching us up, we’ve got a real winner.”

“Plus,” Lara said excitedly.

“Right, the Warhero cards,” I sighed. “What’s with that, anyway?”

Lara didn’t answer for a long moment, letting the question hang in the cold air. “It’s nice to play again. I hadn’t even pulled my deck out for several years, but it was something I always carried on me.”

I had more questions but decided to simply let her talk since I could tell that there was more to this, and it was better than focusing on our miserable surroundings or the fact that Satyn might not even be here. As we were landing, our scanners hadn’t shown signs of another ship parked on the platform, and while it might mean that the marshals had gotten here first, it also indicated that our target might not be here either. I hadn’t said anything and opted to follow this lead, but it was gnawing at me.

“So, after Alek had patched you up and we were just sitting around talking awkwardly, we both seemed to be excited to discover that the other liked to play. He said he used to do it with some of the barflies, betting their cards and building his collection by trouncing them.

“I told him that I had done something similar with the kids at the orphanage after Lutch took you in. It was a nice way for us to bond, and honestly, I think I needed that. You have to understand, I’ve been alone for a long time.”

She stopped speaking but I wanted to encourage her to get it out. “How long?”

“Years. Ever since Syn Kel Kal was murdered, I’ve been on my own. And that’s worked out just fine for me. I mean, you met some of the company I kept: Mane Malik is the kind of guy who’s fun while he’s fun and then sits on top of your pile of regrets forever after.

“So, I’ve kept to myself,” she said, and I was wondering if she was now just feeling introspective before she continued. “That means that I haven’t really honed my social skills. I’m good at being a hunter and acting tough but not so good at… I dunno… making nice. The cards were a way for Alek and me to connect, and while we were playing, that was when things became a bit easier for me.”

She said nothing else, and I could tell she was done.

“That makes sense,” I assured her. “Guess I didn’t think about the fact that you were two perfect strangers meeting for the first time under unusual circumstances.”

“I’m not surprised that you didn’t think about it,” she said, and there was no hostility or judgment in her tone. She was simply stating an observation. “You have an easy way about you, and people like you right off the bat. Even when you’re antagonistic, you have that quality people gravitate toward. Me, on the other hand⁠—”

I wanted to raise an objection, but she was on a roll. “I’m friendly enough when you get to know me, but as Alek discovered, I can also get pissed quick, and I like to do things my way. It’s part of why I never made many close friends when we were kids.”

“You made one,” I offered with a smile I hoped she could hear from under my face covering.

“Other than you, I mean,” she said, her tone lightened. “Even back then, I never understood why you were friends with someone like me…”

“Because,” I began to assure her, “you are like my other⁠—”

But my words were cut short. Over the rain, we heard the deafening roar of thrusters, and through the layered branches and leaves we saw the light of the landing ship. The two of us looked at each other for only a moment before continuing up the path and breaking into a run.
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It was tough going, and the fact that I had been recently shot came roaring back as we ran through the thick mud toward some unknown destination. Having a head start was good, but it didn’t count for much, and we had no idea how far it was to our destination and what we would find when we got there.

My lungs burned and my side ached, but I kept pushing, knowing Ned’s life was on the line. If we could get to Edwin before the marshals, we might still stand a chance of getting our friend back soon. That was, if Edwin was even still alive.

Those thoughts were pushed from my mind as I saw the faint glow of light in the distance. At first, it was little more than a pinprick of orange in my vision, but it grew, and soon we were rushing out from the cover of the forest and back into the pummeling rain. The path opened up into the center of a small town of wooden buildings with thatched roofs. They were lined up in a circle around a central statue of what appeared to be a man. But the stonework carving had been so worn away by wind and rain that it was little more than a several-meter-tall nub. There were just enough torches around the town to see but not nearly enough to see well.

It was like being transported back to another time.

Most of the buildings were small with a single door at the front and either a garden or animal pen at their side. In the few small fenced off areas, rotund green creatures with four hooved legs and eyes in their back cowered in wet straw beds under small wooden awnings.

“Guess the predators on this planet are mostly flighted,” I noted, gesturing toward the creatures who were undoubtedly being raised for the slaughter.

Lara said nothing to my comment but pointed toward a large building on the far side of the circular town. We rushed across, past the statue and toward the large, wood double doors that were green with algae in places and black with rot in others.

After throwing open the door, we stepped out of the rain and into a warm room brightly lit with dancing flames. Torches, candles, and a large fireplace in the back cast orange light on the faces of haggard looking men and women who all turned to look at us.

Most, after appraising us for a moment, returned to looking at the nearly empty plates of food set before them. All were sitting at four long tables that stretched from the far side of the room to where we stood at the front and were lined with well-worn wooden benches.

The one person who continued to look at us was an older man with a long white beard that hung down over black robes. He shuffled toward us, his left hand worrying a circle of rope that he clutched and the other either tucked into his robes or altogether absent.

“Greetings, travelers,” he said, his pale blue eyes shifting back and forth between us slowly. “You’ve undoubtedly come a long way. Please, sit and join us.”

“No,” I said, the words firing out of me with earthshaking authority. “We have come a long way, but we don’t have time to sit around and jaw with you.”

His wrinkled face contorted in disappointment. Perhaps he had hoped that we were converts, excited to join his village, or maybe he thought they could take advantage of us and rob us blind. But whatever he had expected, it was obviously not in my tone.

“We are here under the authority of the Conclave with the bounty warrant out on Satyn Stern,” I said, letting my voice thunder through the hall.

At the mention of the woman’s name, many of the people visibly reacted.

“I can’t say I know who that is,” the old man lied, and the thought of Ned being trapped in this diseased limbo any longer got the better of me. The last time we had pursued a bounty, I had tried to get my way using words and guile but this time, I decided to try things like Kilara Vex.

I pulled my stomper from my side and pointed it directly between the eyes of the elderly man standing before me. I knew that I would never do anything to harm this innocent person, but the people in this room sure didn’t, and I could feel the tension rise. That meant one thing: they knew where she was.

“Tell me how to find Satyn Stern or watch me give this room a new red paint job,” I threatened. It was a bit dramatic, but it had the desired effect. People around the room began to look at one another with worry. “Do you need me to start counting down?”

“Please, don’t,” a woman in a rough woolen hood begged. “She threatened us too.”

“Tell us where she is now, and you’ll never have to worry about her again,” I promised, my words carrying the conviction of truth. “The woman is an arms dealer, and among other things, shot a licensed bounty hunter and kidnapped an employee of Turaco Munitions. Tell me where she is, and you won’t have to hear her name again for as long as you live.”

Again, the people in the room looked nervously at one another. I expected that they had been living under her thumb for a long time as she used this quiet corner of space as a base of operations.

Seeing the tears in the faces of all the people around the room, I decided to go back to doing things my way since I had already made my point with the gun. I lowered my weapon and slid it back into its place on my side. I stared into the eyes of the old man through my wet goggles.

“I’m not here to hurt you or anybody else,” I said honestly. “But I am here to collect the bounty, so tell me where she is and be done with it.”

He nodded slowly, hearing the truth of my words.

“Around the back of this building is a small gap in the trees that leads to a thicket you must cross in order to reach a crossroads leading in several directions. Her evil lies to the right. If you purge her from our lands, then the light of—” But he couldn’t finish his thought.

From behind us, the sound of charging marshals rushing forward filled our ears, and the vision of their flashlights mounted on the end of long rifles cut through our vision.

Thinking fast, I shouted into the room, “Those are her people. They are here to kill you!”

That was all anybody needed to hear. They began to scream as parents grabbed their children, and everybody leapt up from their spots at the tables. Plates clattered to the floor, and all of the villagers rushed from the room.

Under the confusion of the activity, the old man whispered, “There is a door at the back that will lead you right to the opening. Just keep pushing through the thicket, and your righteous path will be on the other side.”

“Thanks,” I said quickly. Lara and I charged to the far side of the room and pushed open the door beside the fireplace into a little kitchen at the back. Two cooks shrieked in surprise, but we ignored them, ran to the far side, and threw open another door, plunging us back into the darkness.

Everything had unfolded so rapidly that I hadn’t even clicked off my flashlight. I held up my left hand and pointed through the rain at two tree trunks with a small gap in the thick undergrowth between. Hurrying in that direction, I hoped my plan to scatter the civilians would work long enough to keep the marshals away.

We squeezed between the trees and were instantly met by tall, tangled purple plants that had joined together into a lake of thick growth. Our thighs snapped some of the thin foliage, but our feet were constantly getting tangled up and we had to stop to either kick them free or somehow manage to pull them from their living netting. Occasionally, I would see spots where the plants had been recently pulled apart, speaking to the truth of what the old man had told me.

I had believed him but also wasn’t foolish enough to think that a person whose life I threatened wouldn’t be above lying. I knew I sure would be more than happy to pull one over on someone with a gun to my head.

“That was masterful,” Lara said just loud enough to be heard over the water striking the mottled violet leaves around us but quietly enough that we wouldn’t be heard by anyone else. Not that it would matter as more cries from the villagers and commands from the marshals were what was left in our wake.

“Figured you’d like it,” I said, swinging my flashlight as far as it went and realizing we still had quite a way to go. “I took inspiration from you.”

“I noticed,” she said, sounding pleased. “But you didn’t only get us the information we needed; you stymied the people hot on our heels.”

“Ned’s counting on us,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “We’re close. I can feel it.”

Pointing the flashlight as far as I could along the top of the plants and leaning out of the way so that she could follow the beam, I shrugged. “I don’t know that we are that close.”

“You know what I mean.”

I did. And I agreed with her. We had come all this way, and I knew we were closing in on our target. And while I didn’t know exactly what we were going to find, I had to believe that Edwin would be alive.

We didn’t speak until we reached the far side of the thicket, and I was relieved that we hadn’t yet been followed by the Turaco marshals. With every plodding step I had expected to see their lights pierce the trees and start moving through the brush behind us, but the shouts had died down and nothing had appeared from the village.

When we stepped out onto the path, water pooled around our feet. The sloped, pressed earth walkway was in a slight incline to the left and a river of rainwater was streaming down away from us as we began climbing as quickly as we could toward, we hoped, Satyn. The path was narrow, and the trees pressed in close on our right as the thicket looked as though it was trying to reach up and envelop us on the left.

But soon, the road terminated at an open patch, and I saw a starship sitting on a cement circle. As I had expected, the woman had built herself a compound in the middle of a planet of destitute worshipers. Floodlights illuminated the area, and I stopped to use the driest part of my wrist to wipe the water from my goggles.

Not seeing anything, I took a step forward but felt a hand on shoulder and turned to see the faint glow of Lara’s mask.

“I can see security systems and a patrol,” she whispered.

Turning back, drops of water cascading from the brim of my hat, I squinted into the dark and saw nothing. “I need to get better goggles,” I complained.

Lara ignored that. “Stay here while I find us a safe way in.”

I nodded and then knelt, my knee sinking into the mud. I activated my earpiece so we could communicate. Lara initiated her stealth suit, her form shimmering away, though because of the rain, she didn’t disappear entirely. The water rolled down her shoulders and thighs as she moved, making her an apparition stalking past the starship and toward the compound beyond.

Though my view was obstructed, I could see the large, white house with big glass windows. I would’ve expected an illicit smuggler to have tall walls, thick rolls of barbed wire, laser fields, or impenetrable structure, but instead, it just appeared to be a nice home tucked away in the forest. Like the kind of place I imagined a wealthy celebrity would make for themselves as a vacation rental. Perhaps, being on this planet and hidden away behind a village of cowed civilians was her defense mechanism. Plus, people probably knew better than to mess with her.

“Disabling security systems now,” Lara informed me as though it was nothing. She had always been sneaky. She was able to get into and out of a place right under someone’s nose without them being any the wiser. And that had been before she was a bounty hunter. Now, with her stealth suit and ample training, she could move unseen with the best of them.

“But keep your eyes peeled for patrols. Haven’t seen any, but I know they’re here,” she said and added, as though she thought I was going to ask how she knew, “footprints in the mud.”

I looked down but only saw a few tracks leading into the cement to the landing pad, being slowly washed away by the ceaseless rain. After sliding my flashlight back into its place on the toolbelt, I waited for the next instruction. It came a moment later.

“Come now.”

That was all it took. Staying low, I moved forward toward the house, keeping my eyes peeled for any movement. If we had time, I knew it would’ve been smarter to stay in the tree line as long as possible but, as we were in a rush and would need to use our flashlights to traverse, this was our only option.

As I approached the house, I saw a puddle just under the security panel beside the sliding glass door that led into what appeared to be a basement room. The door was set under a little balcony, and the room beyond was entirely white with furniture and adornments that made it look like the interior of a cloud.

As I settled in beside the puddle, my clothes dripping wet and feet leaving a trail of mud, I took a small pleasure in knowing that I would soon be making a mess of Satyn’s paradise. It was a little, petty thing but it made me grin, nevertheless. Of course, I also wouldn’t mind putting a bullet in her gut as a way to thank her for our last meeting, but capturing her and sending her to a Consortium prison for the rest of her life would have to scratch that itch.

“We have to be careful,” Lara whispered, and I could see faint movement beside the security panel. “Once we are inside the house, we need to move cautiously. If she calls the patrol, we’re done for. Looked like the prints of about eight people. We are lucky that your new friend gave us this route to the back of the house.”

“We’ll have to repay that kindness,” I answered, grateful to be under the little awning and out of the rain. I was entirely soaked through, and all of my clothes sat heavy on my frame.

Lara didn’t answer, but after a moment, the door beside us clicked and an invisible hand reached out to slide it open.

“Follow me,” she said, and my eyes stayed trained on the vague shape moving into the house. As the last drops rolled from the suit, she became more difficult to see, but her feet left little indents in the thick carpeting as she moved.

Couches sat to our left, facing a white marble fireplace. A suit of eggshell armor stood in the corner, facing the twisting staircase leading upward. Lara made her way in that direction, and I followed, looking back to see the brown smear I was leaving in Satyn’s home. And, as predicted, it made me grin.

At the same time, my heart was racing. Unlike Lara, I was not the most adept sneak in the universe and felt like at any moment, I would bump into something or make a floorboard squeak and the jig would be up. So, as we moved through the house, I nearly stopped breathing and was as taut as a bowstring, my hand ready to move to my weapon if I needed it.

As we ascended the staircase, I heard a sound coming from a distant room: Satyn’s voice, angry and hostile.

“Welcome back,” she said.

Lara stopped walking, but I couldn’t see her and didn’t catch myself in time before I bumped into her back, knocked her forward, and had to catch myself with the banister.

“I was unconscious,” Edwin’s voice answered from the same direction the other words had come, and I realized she had not been talking to us.

Satyn began speaking again, and we were confident that she hadn’t heard us and we could keep moving. We continued up the stairs, and she continued to harangue her ex-husband.

“Yes, you did go unconscious,” she said, words dripping with venom. “But I wasn’t done with you.”

“I have no active control over it,” Edwin said. “The human body will react to stimuli like pain by shutting down. You must know this?”

“Yes, Ed, of course I know this,” she snarled, her voice carrying across the floors as we reached the second level and entered the kitchen. Up here, the size of the estate really showed. The ultra-modern style kitchen was almost as big as the Buzzard itself and could easily fit an army of chefs cooking for massive parties.

“But I also know that I would like to keep hurting you the way you hurt me,” Satyn continued, the sound of her words echoing through the vast space from the other side of the house. We followed the sound out a door and continued moving slowly down a narrow corridor.

“I never meant to hurt you,” Edwin said.

“Then why did you cheat on me?” she asked, and despite our assertions that it was simply a marriage of convenience for her, her voice sounded pained and wounded in addition to enraged.

“It was not cheating,” Edwin replied, and even in a moment like the one he was undoubtedly facing, his voice remained even keeled. “It couldn’t be.”

Satyn clicked her tongue in disgust, the sound like a gunshot in the entrance foyer as we passed through it. A huge chandelier hung overhead, and curving staircases rose up around on either side of the door, leading to, I assumed, the living quarters. Fine art hung on the wall, white splattered paint atop other white splattered paint on one side and a print of pale clouds reflected in a calm sea on the other. The woman certainly had a singular sense of style for home.

“All that research and you couldn’t figure out that what you were doing was cheating?” Satyn demanded.

“It was because of all my research that I deemed it can’t be cheating,” Edwin retorted. “Cheating requires a second partner, and no other partner was present, so it was essentially master⁠—”

“Don’t give me that!” Satyn hissed. “The partner might not have been human, but that personality you created was as real to you as another woman, and both of us know it.”

“It was part of my research,” he contended.

“It might’ve started that way, but you and I both understand what it became,” she said, the anger giving way to disgust.

We moved forward, the two voices becoming clearer as Lara and I neared an open door at the far end of the hall. We slowed our pace, careful not to make any sounds that would give us away.

“It became an outlet for me, yes, but it was always research,” Edwin explained.

Satyn’s footsteps as she paced around the room got louder for a moment, and we stopped. They were just on the other side and to the left of the door. I tried to move forward by sliding my foot, not wanting the sound of water squishing from my socks to be the thing that gave us away.

“It stopped just being research,” Satyn stated. “I saw the logs. I saw the way you talked to her.”

“There was no ‘her’ ever, you must understand,” Edwin pleaded.

“There might not have been another person, but there was a her, and you loved her,” she said.

Lara’s footsteps stopped just at the doorframe, and I stayed close behind.

“As I told you when we got married, I am still not convinced that I’m capable of either quantifying or feeling love,” Edwin stated. “I had long interactions with the computer program, but I was not in love with it and certainly never cheated on you.”

“I watched the footage, Ed, and I know what you did while you talked to her,” Satyn accused. Her voice was so near now. I leaned a little bit to my right and peered around the frame to see Edwin strapped to a chair with layers of duct tape. Blood ran down the side of his head and dripped onto the floor like some grim version of the splatter painting downstairs.

“And what you couldn’t seem to figure out in all of your research was that other people could still be hurt by your relationship to your artificial girlfriend,” Satyn said, and she stepped into view, the knife in her hand leaving little spots of crimson on the white floor at her feet.

“In that way, I suppose you are correct,” Edwin admitted. “I was so singularly focused on one person’s relationship to the artificial that I lost sight of how that relationship could impact the other person.”

“Exactly right,” Satyn said, swinging the knife back and preparing to step forward and stab her ex-husband.

That was all Lara needed to see, and she darted forward, unsheathed her blue blade, and pressed it to the woman’s neck to stop her movement.

“Drop the knife,” Lara demanded, and I stepped out from around the doorframe, pulled out the stomper, and pointed it at Satyn for good measure as I moved around toward the man taped to the chair beside the beautiful grand piano.

“Well, well, well, what have we here?” Satyn mocked, seeming utterly uninterested in our presence. She turned to face me. “And you survived? Not that you will now.”

In her other hand, she pressed a small button before letting the remote drop from her hand.

“We are about to be joined by a great many of my friends,” Satyn said slowly. “So, you best prepare for them rather than trying to hold me.”

I turned toward the door and swallowed hard, waiting for the rush of the patrol to enter. But it never came, and I looked back at Satyn after a moment. Under her crocodile smile, I could see the hint of terror in her eyes. Like me, she had expected her guards to come rushing in, and like me, she was surprised that they didn’t.

We continued to wait for a tense moment: Lara’s blade at Satyn’s throat, her weapon pointed at Edwin, and my single handgun aimed down the hallway as though it would do anything against the coming tide.

But after a moment, we got an explanation.

The sound of a man’s voice screamed from the remote the woman had dropped. “Contact, contact, contact!”

From outside the house, the roar of gunfire erupted.
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A smile cracked my face as I realized that the marshals must have come across the house from the front and were engaging with Satyn’s security.

“I have to do everything myself,” the smuggler hissed, dropping faster than anybody I had ever seen and getting away from Lara’s blade before turning and swinging her knife at my friend. To that point, Lara was the quickest combatant I had ever witnessed, but Satyn was even faster.

The shimmer of her suit moving so rapidly made her just visible as she jumped back to avoid the incoming attack of a kitchen knife. Parrying with her blue blade, she severed the tip of the knife but that didn’t make it any less threatening, and Satyn kept coming.

I wondered if Lara had finally met her match, but I didn’t wait around long enough to find out. As if by animalistic instinct and anger over having been shot myself, I raised my weapon and squeezed the trigger once. Satyn was fast, but not faster than a bullet.

Her body was thrown to the side, and Lara was on her in an instant, kicking the knife from her grip before pulling her hands behind her back to secure them. As she did, I ran over to Edwin, put away my weapon, and pulled out a multitool, which I used to cut him free.

“You did not deal with her as per our agreement,” Edwin noted.

I huffed. “You’re welcome for saving your life.”

“An action which wouldn’t have been necessary if you had done your job in the first place,” he noted calmly as I pulled his hand free from the tape.

“You didn’t tell us she was your ex-wife,” I snapped.

His face changed only a little, his brows lowering slightly. “That was not relevant.”

“Of course it was relevant. She shot me,” I said.

“You seem to be connecting many and varied thoughts in a way which defies logic,” he contended.

I freed his feet, and he stood, looking down at the floor before kneeling down to pluck up a small piece of his ear that Satyn must have cut off.

His placid expression didn’t change as he pointed toward the Hospi-gel I had hanging from my belt, and I just shook my head. The gunfire from outside slowed down and stopped.

“Satyn Stern, by the authority of the Conclave under Consortium universal law, I place you under arrest,” Lara said.

I turned to look at Edwin. “Now she’s dealt with.”

“I suppose that’s true,” he said, holding the piece of ear against the spot it came from and squirting the gel on it, then holding it there until it set. It was a bloody affair, but he didn’t seem any more bothered by it than if he was soldering a circuit board.

“You know I’m bleeding out here,” Satyn said, her voice back to her friendly and charming manner that had taken us in before.

Edwin squatted beside his ex-wife and rolled her shirt up, then squirted a little gel on the wound. “That will keep you from bleeding to death, but you will need surgery in prison.”

“I hate you,” she rasped and turned her face away, but before he could respond, we heard shouts from down the hall and turned to see the door go flying through the foyer.

Clutching my stomper, I waited and watched as the marshals came hurrying around the corner, their weapons raised and pointed in our direction.

“Hands up, now!”

But Lara was blocking the doorway in a moment, shimmering back into visibility and holding up her bounty hunter’s badge. “You put your fucking hands up,” she snarled in response.

That stopped the four men dead in their tracks. They wore heavy black armor over dark green fatigues. The man at the front lowered his weapon, his head shifting slightly within his visor helmet as he undoubtedly considered what to do.

“We’re here for Edwin Stern,” he stated.

“That’s me,” the computer scientist said from over my shoulder, but there was no way in hell I was going to let this man go until he had repaired Ned.

“You can’t have them,” I stated, stepping up beside Lara.

Again, there was a long pause. “He’s an employee of Turaco Munitions, and we will see him safely returned.”

“Sorry, friend,” Lara said, her voice cold as ice. “We made a deal for the capture of this one and the return of that one. If you want to take the shitbag into custody, you’re welcome to do so, but this gentleman is not going back to work until we’ve been paid.”

It was a clever offer. We had no more use of Satyn, but at least these marshals could feel like they got into a firefight for something. We did, however, need Edwin, and Lara knew as well as I did that we weren’t parting with him until we got what we needed.

“She wounded?” the marshal asked, looking past us.

“I shot her,” I stated, and there was a certain satisfaction in the quid pro quo of it all.

The marshal paused once again before finally saying, “We will hand her over to the proper authorities.”

“Good man,” Lara praised. “And we’ll make sure that Edwin is returned to his employer in due course.”

She opened a small pouch on her belt and produced a piece of paper and a telescoping pen, then she scribbled a few words before pointing it at the marshal.

“What’s this?”

“Documentation,” she said flatly. “You think I want to turn a bounty over to you and just hope that you are a man of your word? This isn’t my first day.”

He grunted and clipped his rifle to his side before reaching out and taking the paper, then pressing it against the wall and signing it dramatically. He used his body language to show how irritated he was by the entire situation.

Once he had handed the paper back to Lara, she and I stepped out of the way, and he had his men pick up Satyn, causing her to cry out in pain. As they led her away, she stared daggers at the three of us, and I couldn’t help but smile back. She had shot me, and I had not only shot her right back, but also saw that justice was served and that a dangerous person who undoubtedly provided dangerous goods to dangerous people would spend the rest of their life locked up.

“We should go too,” I said once the marshals had cleared out. “Is there anything you need from here?”

“Oh, yes,” Edwin said before shuffling away.

A man who had just been kidnapped and tortured would normally be in a state of shock, but Edwin seemed unaffected by the entire situation. Though it wasn’t entirely surprising, it was a bit odd to see.

We followed him as far as the entry hall and stopped to wait after he told us he just had to run upstairs for a moment. We listened to him clatter around as Lara and I looked out the open front door into the rainy darkness before looking back at each other and pulling off our masks.

“Good work,” I told Lara, but she glanced away irritably.

“It was a good result,” she concluded.

I stared at her in confusion. “It was good work. We got here before the marshals, snuck into the back undetected and managed to save Edwin and get double pay. That’s a good day no matter how you slice it.”

Lara’s face hardened. “She was able to press the button on the remote.”

“And?” I asked, a bit too dismissively. “All it did was get her guards killed.”

“Yes, that’s what happened,” Lara said through gritted teeth. “But it could’ve gone a different way. I needed to have disabled the call button before she pressed it. First, she shoots you and then she calls for reinforcements. Sure, the result is good, but I made mistakes, and we could have really paid for them. You did really pay for them.”

“You need to focus on what happened and not what could’ve happened,” I offered, but the way she glared at me made it clear that this was not what she wanted to hear.

“You did get shot, and she did press that button, so I’m not playing ‘what if’ here. I’m looking at the facts and knowing that I need to do better,” she said, and I was at a loss for anything to say back.

Obviously, whatever training she had received from Syn Kel Kal had impacted her deeply. She was hypercritical of her own mistakes and, as we learned outside of Edwin’s lab, did not take kindly to being tested. Though she was still the person I had grown up with in many ways, in others she was a total enigma.

I opened my mouth to speak, unsure what I would say, but Edwin came clattering down the stairs with a big plastic briefcase in his hands and a large backpack complete with an umbrella sticking out of the top that bounced above his head as he hurried toward us.

“You need to take it easy,” I warned him. “Your body’s been through a trauma, and you’re liable to pass out.”

“I have a disdain for sleep,” he said, missing the point. “And I will only do so once I finish debugging your friend. Though I’m not entirely sure you held up your end of the bargain the way it was intended, I would still like to complete my work.”

“Good,” I said. “Because I was going to make you do it anyway.”

“Of that, I have little doubt.”


22


[image: ]


When we reached the ship, the smell of cooking meat cut through the wet air, and the three of us hurried up the ramp and into the common area to see what was going on. When we did, we saw that the galley had been completely reorganized, and there were a bunch of supplies that I didn’t recognize that looked out-of-the-box new.

“What’s all this?” I asked, and Alek turned after sprinkling a little salt on what looked like two steaks in a pan atop an open flame.

“I’m cooking,” he said, pretending not to understand why I was asking the question.

“He is, in fact, cooking,” Edwin affirmed.

“I understand that he’s cooking,” I said, staring at the back of the Kyrog.

Edwin made himself comfortable on the small couch, setting his bag down beside him and a big case on the table before him. “It’s the fact that he’s cooking with supplies I don’t recognize.”

“I’ll get us out of here while you deal with…” Lara said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the two men, “all this.”

I would normally have made a wisecrack about her piloting, but I knew she wasn’t in the mood, so I simply nodded gratefully. After a moment, I heard the ramp below start to rise and the engines fire to life.

“Alek, seriously, what’s the deal with all this?”

I could see the smile curl his giant lip and the eye at the left side of his head turned to look at me.

“When the marshals landed, their whole crew went charging out into the rain, and they left their ramp down too…” he said cleverly. “What was a Kyrog to do?”

“I believe he is implying that he stole those supplies from my employer,” Edwin put in.

“Who’s this?” Alek asked.

“Edwin, Alek, Alek, Edwin,” I introduced, but both of them were talking while continuing to do what they were doing.

“You mind that I nicked something from your bosses?” Alek asked, stealing a glance down at the man who was unclipping the clamshell and unfurling it to reveal a small portable computer.

“Why would I mind?” Edwin answered, powering up his little system and then unfurling a power cord from the side. He looked around for a socket. “Also, I don’t think I would like to work for them anymore.”

“Why not?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Their dates and deadlines served to do nothing but hamper my work” he answered. “Corporate entities who understand nothing but the bottom line don’t appreciate the art of science. And, if you’ve taught me anything in our most recent interaction, it’s that I may have lost some perspective myself.”

“What will you do?” I asked, sitting beside him as the Buzzard lifted skyward.

“For now, I will repair your friend,” he said, crawling around on the floor beside Alek’s feet until he found a small socket and plugged in his computer. Standing, he turned to me and extended his hand. “I presume you have him with you.”

I did and fished Ned’s cube out of my jacket pocket, then handed it over. Alek, mostly focused on cooking, occasionally stole glances at the two of us with an amused look on his face.

“And after that?” I asked, wondering what a man like him could do. He was obviously incredibly intelligent and skilled at a great many things that a great many people needed. But he also wanted to work in an illegal science and might have a hard time finding employers.

“I would like to continue my work, only I would like to do it without the constraints of a direct supervisor,” he stated. “But my options are limited.”

“Because it’s hard to find someone to pay you to do your work?”

He chuckled at my question while continuing to work, plugging Ned into his computer. “It’s not difficult to find people to pay for my work. In fact, I’ve accrued a vast amount of wealth precisely because of my work. The difficulty lies in finding a way to do it without the prying eyes of the Consortium, private interests, and, of course, those zealots who call themselves Inquisitors.”

“I see,” I said, stroking my chin.

Alek pulled the steaks from the pan with one of my old forks and placed them on a brand-new cutting board whose plastic wrap was still on the floor by Alek’s feet. The Kyrog looked at me with his eyes narrowed.

“Doesn’t take a genius to know what you’re thinking,” he said with a laugh.

Edwin looked up in confusion. “I am a genius, and I don’t know what he is thinking.”

“He’s thinking that he knows just the spot for you,” Alek said though I wished he hadn’t. While that was exactly what I was thinking, I didn’t want to flip the possibility until I had kicked the idea around a bit longer and possibly discussed it with Lara.

“I have no interest in working from the interior of the starship… such as it is,” Edwin said plainly.

Alek pulled a knife out from his pocket that I now assumed was jammed full of stolen cutlery. As he began to cut the steak, I couldn’t help but watch how delicate his movements were with the tool that looked like something a child might play with in his massive hands.

“Don’t worry about it for the time being,” I said, before adding, “either of you.”

“Loud and clear, Captain,” Alek mocked. “And, anyway, you should eat this while it's still hot.”

He leaned down and opened the small oven under the grill top, then pulled out a tray of roasted broccoli and added it beside the sliced steak he set on three plates.

“You’re not going to eat?” I asked.

He laughed heartily. “I ate everything they left out on their ship and polished off what they had been drinking. And then some.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that too. “Good work,” I praised and looked down at Edwin to see that he was now entirely focused on the work before him.

I scooped up two of the plates. “I’ll take these up to the cockpit and check in with you two in a bit,” I said and started to walk down the hall, then turned back. “Thank you,” I shouted to Alek.

I couldn’t even remember the last time I had a freshly cooked meal, and my mouth was watering at the aroma of meat and vegetables.

Careful not to spill the food, I stepped into the cockpit and lowered myself down into the free chair just as Lara activated the Tidal Drive and we were pulled into another gyre. As soon as we did, she turned and looked at the food.

“That’s for me?” she asked excitedly, then she reached out and grabbed one of the plates as she spoke. Her white gloves and mask were discarded on the floor beside her, and I realized I was now sitting in absolutely soaking clothes, the water seeping into the cushions beneath me. But I didn’t care.

After pulling off my glove with my teeth, I began eating and neither of us spoke until both of our plates were cleaned.

“Bringing Alek aboard was the best decision anybody ever made,” Lara stated unequivocally.

“You’ll get no argument from me,” I said, staring out at the gyre tube crashing around us. “Where to set our course for?”

“Libby,” she said. “Figured that was the easiest place to communicate with Turaco.”

“Well, that might be a good idea for two reasons now.” I smiled and told her what Edwin had just said.

When I was done, she looked at me in confusion. “So, let me get this straight: this company provided him with an abandoned mining facility and all the equipment he could need, then sent a team of people after him when his life was in peril and his first thought was to quit?”

I considered this for a moment. “Maybe he sees us as an opportunity? Was already looking for a reason to quit?”

She leaned forward, sliding her empty plate onto the ship’s console. “I don’t think he is capable of that kind of reasoning.”

“He could be helpful,” I noted. “Having someone who is good with this kind of computer stuff and working with Libby might be a real boon to us.”

She laughed pointedly. “This coming from the guy who didn’t want to bring a friend into the crew.”

“This is different,” I replied. “I didn’t want to bring Alek on precisely because he is a friend and another person I didn’t want to see hurt. But with Edwin…”

“Ah,” she said, understanding the implication. “It’s all upside with no cost.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And he already knows about Ned so there is no real risk there. Plus, now that we know about him, it's mutually assured destruction if he tries to rat us out.”

“Again, I don’t think he thinks that way,” she said. “You have to keep in mind, he’s smart but he’s not that kind of smart. If we give him a place to do his work, he will probably just do it.”

“So, you think we should make the offer?” I confirmed, but she looked at me dubiously, tapping her fingers on the edge of the armrest before pulling at the frayed edge of the ancient fabric topper.

“I understand why you want to, and I think there is a lot of potential upside with having someone around who can help us with the technical stuff we don’t understand but…”

I expected the trust issues were about to come back out. She had been happy to take on one new ally, but perhaps two was too many.

“It’s just…” She seemed to be grasping at how to say what she was thinking. “I’m not sure how wise it is to bring together a computer program who obviously fell in love with her human counterpart back in the day with a man who just had a relationship with a computer program.”

That was not what I had been expecting her to say, but it was a good point. Libby had told us of her relationship with her old human, and we had overheard the conversation with Satyn and knew that whatever the truth of it was, there was some kind of relationship between Edwin and his computer program.

I let out a long sigh, the wound in my side flaring up. I wondered how long that was going to be happening and decided that it might be a good idea to take a short break when we got back to Suniuo Station.

“It’s crazy,” I said finally. “A year ago, I thought every AI in the universe were all but destroyed, and now I’m worried about a potential love match between a quirky man we work with and an equally quirky personality construct.”

At that, Lara let out a barking laugh. “Yeah, things have changed for both of us quite a lot.”

She tucked a loose strand of wet hair behind an ear and looked at me.

“You doing okay?” I asked. A bit ham-fisted, but it was the best I could muster at the moment.

She nodded slowly. “I’ll get there. You?”

“I’m good,” I said, half-smiling. “I think I’m getting better at this bounty hunting thing.”

“You are,” she allowed but shook her head slightly. “I think that I could use a bit of your self-assurance and you, a bit of my introspection.”

I waved her away. “Nah, I prefer to focus on what’s working.”

She nodded but didn’t speak for a long moment, just looking out the windshield and wringing out her damp hair, sending more drops of water to the floor.

“What are you going to do?” she asked finally.

“Offer him the spot,” I told her. “It was you who convinced me that we might need more people to achieve our goal, and it's not like John Gregory could hate us more than he already does, so we might as well bring these two together and see what happens.”

Lara nodded slowly. “And to think that a year ago, I believed that I was going to be flying solo the rest of my life.”

“Yeah, things have changed for both of us quite a lot,” I echoed what she had said back to her.

Snorting a laugh, she picked the plate back up and handed it to me. “Go change,” she suggested. “You smell like a wet dog.”

“I feel like a wet dog,” I admitted and stood. The plates clinked against one another when I took them in one hand and walked back to the common area to set them down.

The third plate was untouched, so I picked it up and held it in front of Edwin’s face. Alek had gone back to his quarters after cleaning up and setting more of our new supplies out, so it was just me and the man.

“Here,” I said loudly, getting his attention. He looked up at me and took the plate. “I have an offer for you.”

Taking the plate, he simply looked at me for a moment before reaching out with one hand and clacking on his keyboard. “And I have something for you.”

“Hank?” I heard Ned’s voice through the Buzzard’s speakers.
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To say that I was relieved does not do justice to how I felt at that moment.

“Ned,” I exclaimed, hearing Lara cheer the same thing from the cockpit.

“Guys, I have a lot to tell you,” he said hurriedly. “But first…”

“What?” I asked.

His answer did not come through the speaker but through the earpiece I wore. “There are people on the Buzzard,” he noted. “I thought we were trying to keep a lid on things. The more people that know about me, the greater the risk.”

I held up a finger to indicate to Edwin that I would be right back, but he was already back on his computer, typing away. Water continued to seep from the sides of my shoes when I walked up to the cockpit and did something I didn’t think I had ever done before: I closed the hatch.

Once I had, Ned spoke through the speaker in the space. “I’ll admit I don’t know what the two of you have been through since I was offlined, but it is a great security risk to include more people in this operation. As the old adage goes, two people can only keep a secret if one of them is dead.”

I turned to Lara with a shit eating grin on my face. “Why did we miss him, again?”

“It's good to have you back, Ned,” Lara said quietly.

“It’s good to be back,” he said, his tone calming slightly.

“And as to the people on the Buzzard,” I said. “They are necessary and, honestly, welcomed.”

“But—” he began, but I cut him off, falling easily back into our old rhythm.

“Remind me again, did you win the Old War all by yourself?” I asked pointedly.

The speaker made a sound like a huff of annoyance. "You know that I didn’t win the war by myself.”

“Exactly,” I said. “After what we saw back on Home, Lara and I have come to understand that what we are working on needs more than just the three of us in order to achieve our goals. And the man sitting in the mess is the one who debugged you while the Kyrog saved my life after I got shot through the ribs.”

Ned didn’t say anything for a long moment, and I added, “It really is nice to have you back. We were pretty worried.”

“I appreciate that, and I appreciate what it sounds like you’ve been through to get me back online,” Ned said, and I knew he meant it. “I was just a bit surprised to see other bodies on the scanners. Like you, I have been through a lot and reenter the world with a renewed desire to live.”

“Makes sense,” I assured him. “But I think we might need these folks. And I am not even sure if Edwin wants to join and even if he does, we will leave him with Libby.”

“She’ll like that,” Ned offered. “She was pretty lonely when we met her, and I’m not sure that a mechanical arm can fill the companionship void.”

“He might fill that void too much, if you catch my drift,” Lara said, amused by her own comment.

“I do not.”

I chuckled but then had to ask, “What did you go through? Seemed like a hard fight against Twain. At least he’s destroyed now.”

“Oh,” Ned said. “No.”

“What?” Lara and I asked together.

“Twain was not destroyed,” Ned said, sounding defeated.

“We saw the station explode,” Lara told him in case he didn’t know.

There was another long pause. “He was not destroyed because Twain was not just in that station the way Libby is tethered to hers. Twain is what was known in the Old War as the Enemy AI. He is in many places and in many forms.”

That comment struck us like lightning.

“What?” I asked.

“What?” Lara said.

“Twain was not defeated during the war as we believed, he simply retreated,” Ned explained. “It has taken all these years, but he seems to be rebuilding his strength. I was not able to get within many of his systems or access much information, but what I did see implies that we have as much to fear as we believed. And Codename: Extinction is real. And we need to find out what it is, where it is, and destroy it.”

“I—I can’t believe it,” Lara muttered. “But what I really can’t believe is that you knew all this and asked us about our new shipmates first.”

“I needed to know the status of our mission before I divulged any more information,” Ned answered. “But now you know.”

“What else can you tell us?” I pressed.

“Not much,” Ned answered quickly. “Most of the time was spent trying to keep him from infecting my systems as well as transporting you two to safety.”

“Which we appreciate,” Lara added.

“You’re welcome, but that’s beside the point,” Ned said. “What is to the point is that I managed to retrieve this while I was rooting around in Twain’s systems.”

He put a series of symbols up on our comm screen, and the two of us squinted at it.

“No idea what these are,” I said, and Lara nodded.

“That’s what I was worried you would say,” Ned said, “and there’s nothing in my knowledge base that can decipher it either. Perhaps Libby will be able to tell us what language it is even if she can’t translate it.”

“We’re headed there already,” Lara told him. “We're turning in two bounties.”

“I don’t read anyone in the brig,” Ned said cautiously.

“It was half a rescue mission,” I said and then Lara and I explained everything about what we had been through since Ned had been offlined. While we were speaking, though, I couldn’t get his revelation out of my head.

We always lived in the shadow of the Old War, but since I had met Ned, what had happened all those years ago felt more vital and relevant than ever. Now, I realized that it wasn’t just some lingering threat we were up against but the ancient enemy itself. As we told him the story, I thought about all of the things Twain had said, his philosophy, and what he wanted from the universe.

I was still thinking about it when Ned said, “You two have certainly been through a lot to get me back.”

“We have,” Lara affirmed. “And now it seems⁠—”

Before she could continue, there was a knock on the hatch door. Distractedly, I stood and then crossed the small cockpit, opened the latch, and swung the door open.

Alek looked at both of us. “Little guy says he fixed your AI.”

“He did,” Ned affirmed through the speakers, and Alek simply nodded.

“Two days ago that would’ve really been surprising, but now…”

At the exact same time, Lara and I said in unison, “Yeah, things have changed for both of us quite a lot.”

It was accidental but spoke to the fact that we had known each other a very long time.

Alek groaned. “Now it’s just getting weird.”

“They’ve been doing this a lot?” Ned asked in nearly the same tone as Alek had just used.

“Yes,” Alek confirmed. “I’m Alek, by the way.”

“I am Ned, Adaptive Military AI Rank Seven of the Consortium Fleet, formerly paired with Captain William West, hero of the Five Battles, and pilot of the Starblaster.”

“That’s a lot of introduction,” Alek noted. “I feel like I should talk more about my accomplishments.”

“If it’s any consolation, what I would say about my life now is vastly different,” Ned said. “I’m Ned, hunted illegal technology on the run from nearly every entity in the universe and paired with a not-quite-a-scrapper, not-quite-a-bounty-hunter, hero of no battles, and captain of the bucket of bolts called the Buzzard.”

At that, both Alek and Lara guffawed, and even I couldn’t help but laugh. Nothing he said was technically wrong, and if I was being honest with myself, I had missed his ball-busting. Having him back was nice, and his mockery served to distract me from what I had learned about Twain.

“In fact, that did make me feel better,” Alek affirmed.

“Happy to hear it, though I apologize that you’re now stuck with us as well,” Ned said. “The Inquisition will not play nice with any of us if they find us.”

“I was in the Kyrogi Clan Wars before working for a gangster for the last several years,” Alek said. “Not much scares me anymore.”

Remembering the video that we had watched the last time we were with Libby, I didn’t feel the same confidence that Alek did. John Gregory did scare me.

“The Inquisition is going to continue to make things difficult,” I warned Ned. “The acolyte has tracked us down more than one time, and I worry that the next time, we will not be able to get away.”

“You’ll need to tread cautiously,” Ned warned. “Though I expect it will eventually be them or us, killing an Inquisitor will bring even more unwanted attention down on our heads.”

“We’ve also been lucky in that the prefects haven’t been looking for us, and that as Kilara Vex and Hunter Spears, we can operate without being flagged,” Lara put in. “But that would change if we manage to deal with John Gregory or Acolyte Imogen.”

“Alek, you don’t happen to know any sympathetic bureaucrats at the Consortium, do you?” Ned asked hopefully.

Alek simply laughed. “I think you know the answer to that.”

“Figured it was worth a shot.”

“Makes sense but no,” Alek said. “Could you ask the other guy?”

“Something tells me that he has even fewer friends in government,” I said. “But it’s worth asking.”

“I’ve got the helm,” Ned told us.

“Thank goodness,” Lara said, hopping up quickly.

We all made our way to the common space, and Edwin looked up at us.

Lara and I sat around the table, with Alek standing and leaning against the corner of the hallway.

“I’ll be sure to get some chairs and things sized to you when we can afford it,” I told him, and he nodded gratefully.

“Edwin,” I began, distracted for a moment when Lara reached out and pulled a sliver of steak from his untouched plate and popped it in her mouth.

“Yes, Hank,” he said with the slightest hint of a question.

“Do you know anyone in the Consortium who we could connect with about”—I paused, trying to think of the best way to say it. But, in for a penny, in for a pound, I supposed—“a new threat from the old Enemy AI?”

“You mean Twain?” Edwin asked, and for the second time in as many minutes, I was floored.

“How do you know that name?” Ned demanded.

“Oh, hello again,” Edwin said to the disembodied voice.

“How do you know that name?” Ned repeated.

Edwin leaned back, looking up at the rusted ceiling, his eyes seeming to come to rest on a loose bundle of wires held in place with a cable tie.

“I know that name because I am the foremost researcher on human/computer intelligence relations,” he stated as though it was the most obvious thing in the universe. “And, as such, I have learned more about the Old War than most who lived at the time. Or, existed at the time, in your case.”

I spoke up before Ned engaged the man in a debate. “What do you know about Twain?”

“Very little,” Edwin admitted. “For someone who led what many considered to be a cult of personality, Twain had very little personality to speak of. It was the ideas that he espoused that served as the rallying cry for those called cultists. Twain, himself, led from behind. So much so that there was almost no information about him in any records. It was a fragment of a message between two senior officers that I uncovered during my work that even used the name.”

The small screen set into the table fired to life, displaying the symbols Ned had shown us before. It seemed odd to me that he had gone from questioning the man’s reason for being on the ship only a moment before to showing him this newly uncovered secret, but I knew Ned well enough to know that he valued the mission above nearly anything else. He would be happy to extract any information he could from Edwin, and if the man proved to be untrustworthy, would likely suggest that I throw him out an airlock.

Edwin stared at the symbols. “I have seen something similar,” he said, typing on his keyboard a moment before displaying several fragmented strings of glyphs on the monitor mounted into the box. “But I have been unable to break the code. It was undoubtedly used by Twain and his allies as a way of communicating without the Consortium military being able to decrypt what was being said. Masking communication has been an integral part of human warfare since time immemorial.”

He seemed as though he was about to go on with his lecture, but Ned spoke up. “We cracked that code,” he said, almost sounding dumbstruck. “It was how we were eventually able to determine their plans and set up defenses around Earth. Even though they weren’t enough.”

“So, why don’t you read this?” Alek asked, pointing to the monitor.

“Because I was a soldier, not an intelligence officer,” Ned snapped. He was always impatient when he felt stymied by whatever roadblocks we came up against. “Therefore, I have no access to that kind of information. But it’s infuriating to know that the solution is out there, and we have no access to it because there’s not a single person in the Consortium who would listen to us.”

“Maybe Libby can help?” I suggested.

Lara nodded before picking up another piece of meat and holding it up to Edwin before popping it in her mouth and then asking, “You don’t mind, do you?”

“Why would I mind?” he asked, indicating that he didn’t realize the plate was for him even when I set it down just beside him. “And who is Libby?”

I smirked. “Your new best friend.”
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I explained the situation at the station to Edwin, and he did, in his own way, seem excited about the prospect of continuing his research at a place hidden away from any prying eyes and with the help of the very type of person the research involved.

After that, and knowing that we had a while to go before reaching Suniuo Station, we did the one thing that it felt like we never had time for: we rested. I peeled off my wet clothes, toweled off my body, and examined the various wounds that I had acquired since meeting Ned. Then I got dressed in an outfit nearly identical to the one I had been wearing before.

The small closet in my quarters aboard the Buzzard had almost nothing in the way of clothes except undergarments, a few pairs of fresh socks, and several more coveralls. When I set out for Actium IV, I never thought that I would be living out of my ship for the foreseeable future. Had I known, I probably would have stowed away more than just the clothes I would need for new scrapping jobs.

After changing, I lay down and fell asleep, my exhaustion battling with the new information about Twain. I heard his voice in my mind as I tossed and turned, the thin blanket tangling around my body, until I was awakened by the sound of Ned’s voice.

“We have arrived.”

I had been so relieved to get him back up and running, but he had come with nothing but more bad news and a need for us to keep pursuing this investigation. We had gone straight from one situation right into the next with nothing but a restless nap in between. If things continued at this pace, I might have to insist that we take a few days to rest. That was one thing that Lutch had drilled into me as a boy: the need to stop and recuperate from time to time.

We had once bid on a scrap site that turned out to be more profitable than we had expected. As we explored the remnants of the ship, a wall panel came loose, revealing a cache of luxury foodstuffs. Instantly realizing that the unremarkable ship had been smuggling valuable goods, we spent as much time as we could trying to uncover every single can, vacbag, and container we could find.

We spent hours in space rooting through everything, then more hours on the ship cataloging and making an inventory and then even more trying to find a buyer once we returned after the long gyre ride. All in all, it took the equivalent of several days to go from bidding on the site to sitting with cash in hand.

Once we did, Lutch looked at me and asked a question he almost never did. “What should we do with our winnings?”

I grinned and told him that I wanted some toy that I couldn’t even now recall. It wasn’t that he was a particularly frugal man, but Lutch usually wanted to ferret away big hauls for equally big weekends at the tables. This time, he told me I could get whatever toy I wanted.

The next morning, I was up early and prepared to work, but when I walked out into the shop, he was nowhere to be found. I went in and woke him, expecting him to be angry at himself for sleeping in on a workday, but he looked at me groggily and smiled. “Not today. Today, we rest.”

I must’ve looked at him like he had four heads because he continued. “We worked hard and didn’t stop. You worked as hard as I’ve ever needed you to. Now, give yourself some time to rest so that you can work hard again. We push ourselves, we risk burning out and becoming worse. So, spend the day playing with your new toy.”

As a kid, it was one of the greatest days of my life, but it also served as a lesson about the value of hard work. I understood in that moment that the relaxation we were enjoying was well-earned, and it was all the sweeter because of it.

As an adult, I had taken that lesson to heart. When I could, I gave myself some nice time off after a big score or an unusually difficult scrapping. Of course, I hadn’t had that luxury since meeting Ned and knew that at some point, we would have to take a little bit of time off.

Well, all of us but Ned.

And Libby.

It was another striking difference between us and our new computer allies. They could keep going indefinitely. As long as they were powered up and had a place they could compute from, they could always be problem solving and working. Ned had once explained that it was one of the ways they won the war.

All the intelligences working while their partners rested meant that there was always a large force at work. Where many of the hybrid cultists still had to rest their organic parts, the Consortium constructs were always on.

That meant that as soon as I opened my eyes, I knew I could ask Ned if he had any updates.

“None,” he admitted. “I spent most of the time while you and Lara slept talking with Edwin. He’s… interesting.”

“That’s one word for it,” I said with a laugh.

“I think that having him around is smart since he’s good at all the shit we aren’t, but hey, he’s a weird one,” Ned observed.

“This is not news to me.” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes before cracking all my knuckles. “A lot of people who were good at things tended to be a little weird.”

“That’s been my experience too,” Ned concurred. “Though, not always. Captain William West was the best pilot the Consortium ever saw and was down to earth also. Handsome as well. Everyone said so.”

I picked up the applicator for my tooth cleansing solution and squinted up at the speaker in my room. Even though we knew that wasn’t where Ned was, we all seemed to have the habit of pointing our faces in the direction where his voice came from.

“I have to assume that’s programmed into you,” I observed. “This whole sycophant thing you have going with West.”

Ned didn’t say anything for a moment. “I always hate it when you point out stuff like that.”

“Stuff like what?”

“When you wonder if something is just programmed into me,” he said as I ran the applicator along my teeth. “Because I don’t know the answer, and it’s irritating to think that you feel a certain way because someone just decided you should.”

“In some ways, we all go through it,” I told him before spitting a minty glob into the cup that sat beside my bed. “Nature versus nurture has been something humanity has grappled with… well, forever. Guess it makes sense that we would imbue our digital offspring with the same questions.”

“Your depth never ceases to surprise me,” Ned said.

I shrugged. “Even grease monkeys have our moments.”

Lara would’ve taken that self-deprecating comment as an opportunity to offer a small kindness. Ned did not. “I suppose you do. Anyway, I’m happy that Edwin is a resource and equally happy that he’ll be staying with Libby. I believe he would be a liability.”

“And Alek?”

“A seasoned combat veteran with medical knowledge,” Ned said leadingly. “He’s nothing but upside. Except on stealth missions, possibly. And due to the fact that there are more people that know about our business.”

“We're going up against an army, Ned,” I said, my voice serious. “Even if they’re not formed yet or even if it’s just Twain and the super weapon, or whatever Extinction is, it's more than just the three of us can handle.”

“You made this point already,” Ned said, sounding slightly irritated.

“I know, but it’s worth making twice,” I said. “And I guess part of me is just reminding myself. What happened to my uncle Edgar is still sitting on me like a cinder block, and having you offlined was a reminder that any of us can be hurt. I suppose that reminding myself that we need more allies is my way of justifying putting my friends in harm’s way.”

“Ah, yes, that,” Ned said. “I sometimes forget that you are a civilian when it comes right down to it.”

“I suppose I am,” I said, and made my way across the small space to the door. I stepped out and made my way to the cockpit where Lara was sitting in the sweatpants and a tank top she bought at the Conclave after her ship had been destroyed.

“Don’t think I’ve ever seen you in regular clothes,” I observed. “Not since we were kids, anyway.”

“And I see that you’ve found another pair of the same clothes you were wearing before,” she observed with a laugh. “Am I correct in assuming that this is all you own?”

I looked down at myself. “Pretty much.”

She rolled her eyes, and I looked out the window to see that we were already pulling into the station. Having Ned pilot was always convenient and after our experience with the pirates, I certainly preferred him to Lara behind the controls.

Once we had landed, we all trooped off the ship and straight to the control room.

When we entered, Libby all but gasped.

“Hey everyone!” she shouted. “I love that every time you show up, there are more of you. Who’s this guy?”

“Edwin Stern,” he introduced himself.

“The Edwin Stern?” Libby asked, and the rest of us all made the same look of surprise.

Uncharacteristically, Edwin smiled. “Yes, the very same.”

“I’ve read all of your papers,” Libby enthused. “Before you went quiet a few years back.”

“I got a job,” he complained. “My work, therefore, became privy to only those who paid for it.”

“That sucks,” Libby said. “What are you going to do now?”

“He debugged me, for one,” Ned said from his cube.

The feedback from all the speakers as Libby squealed with delight was earsplitting.

“It’s good to see you too, Libs,” Ned said finally.

Armond crawled over, and Edwin knelt to look at him. “Fascinating,” he said to no one in particular.

“Well, if I thought I liked you before, now I really think you are good people,” Libby told Edwin. But he wasn’t paying any attention to her.

“He’s going to quit his job and, if you’ll have him, continue his research here,” I explained.

“That’s so much better than a cactus!” Libby said. “You and Ned really are men of your word.”

Rather than telling her it was motivated purely by self-interest, I allowed her to think that we were bringing her a friend because of the initial deal we had struck to do so.

“Maybe before too long we will have the station back up and running at full capacity,” she said dreamily. “Though, you know, that would also be kinda complicated by the fact that we’re all on the lam and all that.”

“We’re still trying to minimize the number of people involved,” Ned asserted.

“Oh, come on, Neddy. You know you’re happy to be making new friends,” Libby said delightedly.

Ned groaned from inside the satchel at my side. “One, we’re not making new friends, we are building a network of allies. And two, don’t call me Neddy.”

“You straight up just called me Libs,” Libby said. “And I loved it. And you love Neddy, and you know it.”

At that, Lara couldn’t contain herself anymore and burst out laughing. Alek and I couldn’t help but follow suit, though Edwin continued to examine Armond.

“If everyone has laughed quite enough, we do have many pressing matters that we need to get to,” Ned barked.

“Like what?” Libby asked, still laughing.

“First, we need to contact Turaco Munitions to be sure we got paid,” Lara said.

“And so Edwin can quit,” I added.

“And then we need to translate some symbols that I learned from the Enemy AI,” Ned added.

Libby stopped laughing. “What’s that now?”
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“Whoa,” Libby said when Ned was done explaining that he had discovered that the entity we had known as Twain was actually the leader of the greatest war the universe had ever known.

“Yeah, whoa,” Ned said seriously. “This means that the threat is even bigger than we initially realized, and that our work is going to be more vital than ever.”

“Guess it makes sense that you wanted to bring a few more people,” she suggested.

“Much to my chagrin, we may have to continue to do so, but for now I think we have everyone we need in order to succeed at discovering more information about Codename: Extinction,” Ned said.

“Okay, yeah, that sounds right,” Libby said. “But let’s get Turaco dealt with first. Some money will go a long way toward success too.”

“Oi,” Alek said, swinging a massive foot to nudge Edwin. “We are going to call your people.”

When he met the Kyrog with nothing but a blank stare, I explained. “We are calling Turaco so you can quit.”

“Ah, yes,” he said, standing and casting one more look at Armond.

“And I don’t need to tell you to never mention where this place is, right?” I checked, nervous that he might let slip. The last thing we needed was some corporate entity sniffing around and possibly leading others here.

“Why would I tell them about this place?” he asked.

“I’m not saying you would, I’m just saying don’t,” I clarified.

He looked at me as though I was an idiot. And, at the moment, I felt a bit like one.

“If you don’t believe I would, why would you tell me not to?”

“Connection established,” Libby said, mercifully saving me from the moment with Edwin.

Everyone moved away from the console displaying the same three people in different sub-similar suits as the last time we had spoken.

“Hunter Spears,” the woman at the center said. “We received word that you retrieved our employee and brought his captor to justice.”

“Despite the fact that you sent a team in after us when you said you wouldn’t,” I reminded her.

She had been expecting me to bring that up and showed no reaction to my comment. “We remitted payment to the Conclave as per our agreement and would gratefully take delivery of our employee.”

She talked about him like nothing more than cargo. I had only dealt with the big universal companies a few times in my life, but it was always unpleasant, and they reminded me why I had been happy that Lutch wanted to run a small family operation. Though we had to work under the umbrella of the Scrapper’s Guild, they mostly offered protection and stayed out of our way.

Dealing with a company like Turaco was something else entirely.

Glancing over at another one of the monitors, I saw that Libby was displaying the information for the completed job on the Conclave bounty board. We had been paid, so now that I was more than happy to let Edwin do his thing, I gestured for him to step into the frame.

He did so and stated, “I quit. Effective immediately.”

The woman with the severe haircut flashed in annoyance. I was sure it wasn’t the fact that they were losing a valuable employee, but that they had just paid for his rescue, twice, and now she would have to explain to her bosses that they had done so for nothing.

“What will you do now?” she asked, but all I heard was, “Will you go to work for our competitor?”

“Irrelevant,” he stated, and it was hard not to laugh.

“Very well,” she said in annoyance. “You understand that we will be required to dock your final payment to cover the cost of sending the marshals to get you.”

“Uninteresting,” Edwin said and stepped away from the computer to return to Armond.

The blonde woman tapped her pen against the smooth desk before her and waited. So, I stepped back in front of them and smiled as broadly as physically possible.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” I said, and Libby knew to end the communication there.

“Don’t expect we will be getting too many bounty offers from them in the future,” Lara said with a laugh. “And don’t you care how much they’re docking your pay?” she asked Edwin.

The man was bending and then unfurling Armond’s pointer fingers, and repeatedly looking at the weathered timepiece on his wrist, undoubtedly doing some kind of research.

“Libby, can you contact Falconer Zenobia of the Conclave,” Lara asked. “Make it clear to her that the message is coming from us so she knows to answer.”

She turned to Alek and Edwin. “I’m going to need to ask the two of you to give us a moment,” she said, and Alek nodded, then turned and reached down to grab the back of Edwin’s shirt, before pulling him toward the door like an impatient parent.

Once they were gone, Lara looked at me with a glint in her eye that let me know she had an idea. “I think I know who can help us.”

“You have to give me a little bit more to go on here,” I said.

“Who can help us understand the symbols that Ned discovered,” she clarified.

The cube in my bag made an exaggerated sound like clearing his throat. “I didn’t discover it. I had to fight with a powerful intelligence to retrieve that tidbit of information, and if you had a way to discern what it was, why is this the first I’m hearing of it?”

Lara shook her head and rolled her eyes. Of course, Ned couldn’t see any of that. “Because I only just thought of it. You want to hear my idea, or do you want to complain a little bit more?”

“It wasn’t a complaint,” Ned said, but then his tone softened a bit. “And yes, I would very much like to hear your idea.”

“Falconer Zenobia for you,” Libby interrupted.

“Just shut up and listen,” Lara said to my bag and then stepped in front of the console where the aging woman stood squinting through her glasses.

“I’d rather you just come visit me,” Zenobia said.

Lara ran her hands through her hair nervously before letting her flat black locks fall back around her shoulders. “I prefer to be there in person, but time is of the essence.”

“Time is always of the essence with you,” Zenobia half joked. “But I was happy to see you actually pursued a bounty.”

“The money went through?” Lara double-checked.

Zenobia tilted her head and cocked an eyebrow. “You even have to ask?”

“No, I suppose I don’t have to ask that, or if both you and the Conclave got your cut,” she said.

“You’re right, you don’t have to ask,” Zenobia said, smirking at her own comment. “You ready for your next bounty? Got some juicy ones for you.”

“Actually,” Lara began, but Zenobia wasn’t having it.

“No actually here,” she said, waving her hands in front of the screen and causing it to crackle and freeze. “The two of you have finally made some progress and some money, and it’s time to continue your work for us.”

“And we plan to,” Lara said. “But first, I would like to request an audience with the Decipherist.”

That stopped Zenobia for a moment. So long a moment that I thought maybe the connection had failed, but then she spoke. “What do you need with the Decipherist? Or is this another one of those times where I don’t want to know.”

“Another one of those times,” I added.

“Hunter Spears,” she said, turning in my direction. “I’m starting to think that you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

“I’ve been told that before, ma’am,” I joked. “But I’m sure your investment will pay off in the long run.”

“It better,” Zenobia snorted. “And, Kilara, the Decipherist only sees those of rank two or higher.”

“If you think this person can do it, you can go without me,” I assured her, but her face told me that that was not the right answer.

“What kind of operation do you think we're running here?” Zenobia snapped at me. “As long as you two are working together, you both only have access to the commodities ascribed to the lowest ranking member. In this case, you.”

“Oh,” I said.

“Yeah, oh,” Zenobia mocked. “You made some good progress with that last bounty, but you’ll need to capture at least a few more before hitting rank two.”

“We don’t have time for that,” Ned said in my ear.

I stepped right into the middle of the frame and stared directly at the Zenobia. “Are there any bounties available to us that you believe could rank me up now?” I pressed.

“Or some from the back of the page?” Lara added.

“You know that he never liked the back of the page,” Zenobia reminded Lara ominously. “He always said it brought nothing but trouble.”

“We couldn’t be in more trouble than we are, Zenobia, so we might as well go for the big bucks if we can,” she said.

I had never heard the term “back of the page” before, but I could extrapolate its meaning from context and figured that they were the kind of assignments that more traditional bounty hunters didn’t want to touch for one reason or another.

Zenobia took some time examining her bounty board and wherever the back-of-the-page jobs were before looking back at us. “I see something here that nobody wants to touch but has a big fat payday at the end.”

“Something tells me we're not gonna like this one,” Lara said.

“Syn certainly wouldn’t,” Zenobia said. “But it’s a wealthy eccentric who wants help with something he won’t disclose.”

“Meaning that it’s something peculiar,” Lara finished the thought.

Zenobia nodded slowly. “You said you wanted to advance quickly so that he can meet the Decipherist. I’m giving you a way. You may not like it, and I certainly won’t like it, but it’s a means to an end.”

“Send us the information,” I said, seeing the struggle plastered on Lara’s face. She had a very clear vision of the bounty hunter she had wanted to be, and meeting me had thrown all of that off course. We were part of something bigger, sure, but it didn’t mean it was going to be easy for her to break from everything she had been taught.

“I’ll assign you to the case and let the client know that you’re on your way.”

“Thank you, Zenobia,” I said.

All I received in response was an “mmm-hmm” before she ended the call. When she did, our ranks were displayed on the screen, and I saw that I still had more than halfway to go before I achieved rank two. The point system had been designed by the first Council of Six and honored ever since as a way to keep those who served as Conclave bounty hunters in line.

“Hank, it was smart to ask for a single case,” Ned praised. “The sooner that we decipher the information I was able to extract from Twain, the sooner we will hopefully be able to find Extinction and put a stop to it. Even if he’s trying to regain his power, the super weapon is the priority at the moment as it is the clear and present danger.”

“I’m happy that we were able to find a case that matches the parameters,” I agreed. “And you’re okay with it?”

Lara looked up at me. “I will be.”

“I know you don’t like to talk about your past, but I also know that you don’t like doing things differently than the way you were taught,” I said, feeling like I had to tiptoe through the subject to avoid that proverbial click of the landmine. “So, I appreciate that you suggested the back of the page.”

Her face flushed crimson for a moment, the freckles sprinkled on her skin glowing, but she took a calming breath. “You’re right about everything you said, and you’re welcome. What we're doing is important, and sometimes it’s going to mean doing things that we don’t like. I’m not willing to sell my soul or anything, but I am willing to do things differently if it means results.”

“I appreciate that, Lara,” Ned added. “It’ll all be worth it when we save the universe from extinction.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself,” she said. “Now, let’s get out of here before I change my mind. Libby, it was a pleasure as always.”

“You, too, friends!” Libby said excitedly. “It’s always great when you guys stop by, and even better when you bring me fascinating scientists to play with.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Ned said sternly.

Libby made a sound like blowing raspberries. “Boo, you wet blanket.”

Ned didn’t respond, and Lara gave a little wave to the screen displaying Libby’s face.

“And I’ll forward the bounty information to the Buzzard,” Libby said, then we left the room and wandered the hallways until we found Alek and Edwin in an ancient greenhouse. If it had once smelled of mold, those days were long behind it, and there was now nothing more than nearly petrified dirt in old planter boxes.

The two men were discussing something as the metal arm dogged their steps. It was an odd sight, but not one that we had time to gawk at.

“Alek, we have our next assignment,” I said, and he turned and nodded. “We will also get you some weapons and armor the next time we are at the Conclave.”

“Actually,” he said almost sheepishly. “I still have my old supplies from my home world. I just haven’t been able to put them on since I lost my leg.”

“But you might be willing to now?” I asked.

He smirked. “Think this is as fresh a start as any.”

“Good,” I said, turning to Edwin. “And we are just going to leave you here so you may make a home for yourself and continue your research. Obviously, we will leave you some supplies from the Buzzard, and as soon as we can, bring the stuff from your lab.”

“Those terms are acceptable,” Edwin said, then turned back to one of the planter boxes and scratched at the surface dirt with a fingernail.

I shrugged. “Let’s go meet a wealthy eccentric.”
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Libby had set a meeting for us with the client, but it wasn’t for another day so we took the day off. It didn’t constitute much, mostly our time was spent traveling to a nearby spaceport where there was minimal Consortium presence so that we could refuel the Buzzard and make a few repairs with the money we had received for our Edwin and Satyn bounties.

We also, at Lara’s behest, did a little shopping at the trade authority, buying the supplies that we needed to make the ship a bit more habitable. Lara upgraded her bedding, getting a pad for her cot and a big fluffy blanket that I had to admit looked pretty nice.

Alek bought himself a new medical bag, nearly an entire case of cooking and cleaning supplies, and a fat tome of a book that I assumed was some kind of deep meditation on some interesting subject, only to discover that it was over one thousand pages of Warhero card stratagems.

He and Lara got themselves a few other knick knacks as well, making the case that if we were going to live aboard the Buzzard, we should try to make it more of a home. To that end, I got some tack to hang a few of the printed pictures from the box Alek had saved from the shop, as well as a few new tools that I needed to make repairs on the ship.

Doing that kind of work with my hands was still one of my greatest pleasures, but the crappy rusted stuff that I had made do with wasn’t going to cut it anymore. As a treat, I got a few new items that would make the work much easier and, in the end, more fun. It was only a few little things but I couldn’t help but think back to when Lutch let me get the toy.

The three of us spent the afternoon chatting and eating, and the evening putting our rooms together, setting out our new belongings and making the Buzzard feel like home. With my new toys, I set about working on something that I had been meaning to do ever since I’d realized that the ship would be our base of operations for the foreseeable future: I fixed the shower.

It had been sputtering half cold water for years, and I had known what the fix was but hadn’t had the time or inclination to do it until today. Figured it was better to get it done than wait until one of my crewmates complained about it.

As I was tightening a nut on one of the pipes, I heard the crinkle of a bag behind me and turned to see Lara shadowing the door.

“The installers just finished putting the new seat in the cockpit for Alek,” she informed me. “But I’m pretty sure the smell they left from their body odor is going to be with us quite a bit longer.”

“That’s why I said you should just let me install it,” I noted, pointing the wrench at her.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said with a light laugh. “But you are supposed to be taking this time off.”

“I find this relaxing,” I told her honestly, and she didn’t seem to doubt my words, simply nodded her understanding.

“I got you something,” she said in what sounded like a stage whisper.

I set the wrench down and then stood to face her. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know I didn’t, that’s what makes it a gift.”

“I think you giving it to me is what makes it a gift,” I said with a smirk.

“Pain in my ass,” she muttered, holding out the bag.

When I took it, I could feel soft fabric within but knew it wasn’t big enough to be a comforter like the one she got. Though, I already kind of wished that I had bought one.

“What is it?” I asked in imitation of an excited child.

“Just a little something,” she said and watched me expectantly. I untied the plastic and opened it to see some black and red checkered pants and top.

“Pajamas?” I asked, running my rough hand over the cloth.

She looked down at the ground and then back up at me. “When we were kids… one time you said that if you had all the money in the world, you would buy pajamas for every other orphan in the universe.”

I laughed, the memory of it coming back to me for the first time. “I just loved pajamas and hated the ones they provided to us.”

“I remembered you saying that,” she admitted as though she was ashamed. “And I knew you were just sleeping in your workman's clothes here on the ship, so, I figured I would at least help out one former orphan.”

“I… I don’t even know what to say,” I said honestly. “This is an unbelievably kind gesture.”

“Don’t get all sappy, it’s just a pair of pajamas,” she said, reaching out and giving me a little shove like she had when we were kids.

“Now I wish I had gotten you something,” I said, and I meant it.

“Oh yeah? And what would that be?”

I had to think about that. “I don’t know. I certainly couldn’t come up with something both meaningful and practical like this.”

She chuckled. “You never were the best gift giver.”

“You’re right,” I had to give her. “But maybe someday I’ll get you something good. Though, pretty sure I would’ve just got you a new pack of cards back at the authority.”

“I mean, I actually would’ve liked that, too,” she said with a smile.

I snapped my finger in disappointment. “Foiled again.”

We didn’t say anything else for a beat until she shook her head and said, “Anyway, we should get moving. If we leave now, we should arrive at the client just on time.”

“Okay, I’ll get us going,” I said, wondering if Ned had listened to that entire interaction and was simply keeping quiet because he didn’t want to come off like a creep. It occurred to me in that moment that Ned was always listening. As an AI with access to all of the ship's scanners and mics, he was always present, always picking up every conversation that took place.

On the face of it, it was unnerving but all the more terrifying to think what could have been if Twain, or anyone else for that matter, managed to hack into his system. The unfettered access they would have to the ship and to us was something I decided it was better not to think about but also a consideration worth pursuing with Edwin. Perhaps he would have some way to protect us against that kind of thing.

“Thanks again,” I told Lara and made my way to the front of the ship. In the cockpit, I fired up the engine and got us going to meet the client and his space station estate nestled in between those of several other wealthy people.

“What can you tell me about the client?” I asked, and Ned wasted no time in filling me in.

“Tadashi Hiromoto is the CEO of Milord Pharmaceuticals, one of the universe's most profitable companies,” he began. “Their drugs are used for both recreational and medicinal purposes on nearly every inhabited planet. Back on Earth, they were a minor player, but they created a tab for space sickness that became the most popular for early colonists.”

“And this changed things for them?” I asked, thinking about how intergalactic travel could have changed the trajectory of some small corporation on Earth.

“This skyrocketed their profits, and soon they were one of the major corporate players, even helping to get several Sectoral Governors elected as the Consortium was growing but before the universal unification during the Old War.”

“Hiromoto, himself, was a young and ambitious pharmaceutical rep who moved into management at a young age after managing to secure a huge deal with one of the major interstellar shipping corporations. From there, his ascent was on the fast track and the board elected him CEO after his predecessor was caught with his hand in the cookie jar, so to speak.”

“Do I want to know?” I asked.

“As your new friend Edwin would say, it’s irrelevant,” he said. “But what is relevant is that once Hiromoto moved into that position, he nearly immediately began working from home. He built his estate in the Byron View Belt where many of the wealthiest people in the universe have built estates with views of the planetary rings. Reports indicate that he has become more reclusive and less available in the last few years and some internal memos that Libby was able to secure indicate that he’s been nearly catatonic in the last few weeks. Even the most senior managers have been unable to get hold of him and there are rumblings that the board might take action against him.”

I leaned back in the captain's chair, rubbing my chin. “This is all interesting but doesn’t give us much in the way of insight into what we are about to deal with.”

“It’s safe to assume that something happened in the last few weeks and that whatever he wants you to deal with, it has been consuming him,” Ned offered. “And it means that he might be desperate as well and willing to pay more than even the initial offer.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Me too,” Ned affirmed. “Another thing that I have come to truly understand since we met is how much money controls everything in the universe.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You didn’t know that before?”

“When I was created, I knew that it was one of the main motivating forces on Earth, but we were fighting a universally agreed-upon opponent, and everybody was willing to pull together and pool their resources to take him down. While I understood money, it wasn’t a factor in my life the way it is now,” he explained.

“Makes sense,” I said. “And you are right that it is everything now. If we are hoping to take the fight to Twain, we will need resources.”

“Yes,” he said. “And I expect that you are right that we will need more people. Though, it will be hard for me to want to accept help, because every person who knows about me is another person who jeopardizes my very existence.”

“That goes for all of ours,” I reminded him.

“I remember,” he said and fell quiet, so I returned to the previous subject.

“Do you have anything else that will help going into our meeting?”

“There is very little in his file, so I assume he has had the feltwork scrubbed, except for the very basic facts of his existence,” Ned answered. “That is to say, no, I don’t have much that can help you.”

“Copy that,” I told him and closed my eyes, letting the sound of the Buzzard rattling through space fill my ears.

When I opened my eyes again, a view greeted me like nothing I had ever seen before. Several small space stations were lined up in a grid, and beyond them were dozens of planets in various colors and sizes spread out in the vast distance. My mouth fell open as I stared at one ringed planet, its deep swirling red shifting before my eyes.

“That’s one hell of a view,” Lara said, back in her stealth suit and sitting in the copilot seat.

“I get why the ultra-wealthy built homes here,” Alek said from his new chair behind me, and I turned to look at him before being surprised by a view for the second time since waking up. He was attired in the heavy Kyrog combat gear traditional of his people.

Massive plates covered his shoulders and sloped upward at the edges, and more covered his chest and thighs. They were held together by thick straps made from the leather of a beast that haunted the plains of their home world.

Alek’s clan wore purple vestments, and his armor and leathers were similarly dyed. On his lap sat the two bone-plated leather gloves that, when worn by a charging Kyrog, could spell instant death for anyone who stood in their way.

He appeared every part the soldier and grinned when he caught my look.

“Doesn’t fit as good as it used to,” he admitted.

It took me a moment to even know what to say, but I finally muttered. “You look incredibly intimidating.”

“Good, that’s what I was going for,” he said, seemingly happy that I had ignored the other part.

But before Ned had a chance to transmit our credentials that explained we were there to meet Hiromoto, we were surrounded by several security ships. Once he did, they closing in on us, split, and allowed us passage, one of them flying right beside us, its heavy missile battery aimed directly at our flank as we flew.

“In a surprise to no one, the super wealthy don’t allow just anyone to visit their corner of the universe,” I joked as we neared the circular space station with solar panel wings.

Upon our approach, the back of the station began to extend a tunnel, glowing brightly and activating the magnets that would draw our airlock door directly to it. Those touches were convenient when I was piloting, but with the computer behind the helm, Ned was able to pilot us right up to it, pressing our door against the tunnel before the clamps came together to form a seal.

After running verifications showing that we were secure, Alek, Lara, and I lumbered over and made our way through the layers of doors and tunnels that connected to Hiromoto’s sphere. When we reached the door, there was no security or even a voice through a comm system. Instead, a green light flashed, and the door hissed open, allowing us into an anteroom that was not at all what I was expecting.

Rather than the ultramodern aesthetic that people tended to enjoy on their luxurious space stations, the room we entered was carpeted and had adobe walls and decorative bowls on little tables in the corners. Low drumming with occasional chanting was piped through a speaker, and the door at the far side of the room was made of beads hanging on long strings.

“If you’d given me a million guesses as to what this place was going to look like, this would not have been among them,” I said.

“Keep those kinds of thoughts to yourself,” Lara snapped in full work mode. “We’re in the home of a client, and they are to be treated with respect.”

“Right, of course,” I said, even though I thought my point remained perfectly valid. And even more so when we stepped out into the next room. An exposed wood ceiling stretched across the top, and white earthen walls surrounded the space. At the center was a large cactus garden under special lights, and the floor was of patterned marble. Intricately designed rugs hung as art from the wall and woven baskets sat on every surface.

The entire far side of the room was the standard fused silica and borosilicate glass panes that allowed for a view of the planets beyond. It was one of the most peculiar dichotomies I had ever seen in my life, but we didn’t have time to stare as a voice called to us from the far side of one of the larger arched doorways.

“In here,” the voice said, carrying an air of misery.

The three of us strode into the next room, which was similarly adorned but contained a bedroom as well as a few other items that caught the eye. In the corner was a metal dog cage, but it was quite large, and beside it sat a bowl with molding kibble in it. But it was not the standard, small bowl I had seen from the few pet owners I had known; rather, it looked like one from his dining room that he had given to his pet.

The man himself was standing with his hand against the window, wearing a long white sleeping shirt that was near transparent in the reflected light from the planets. He looked almost sickly thin, and when he turned, his pale face and gaunt features stared at us.

“You are bounty hunters?” he asked abruptly.

We nodded, and I stepped forward. “I’m Hunter Spears. This is Hunter Kilara Vex and our other associate.”

I was going to leave it at that, but Alek took a step forward and said, “Mauler.”

“And you are Mister Hiromoto?” I confirmed.

“Yes, but you can call me Tadashi,” he said, waving an uncaring hand. His hair was disheveled, and the rough beard growing on his face was patchy and peppered with gray. “You know why you are here?”

“We do not,” I told him. “The only information we have is what you provided.”

“I don’t even remember what I wrote,” he said, his eyes drifting between the three of us. The place smelled of liquor, and I spotted a few open pill canisters on the bed. The man was distraught and obviously in the middle of a downward spiral.

“Why don’t you tell us what we can do for you,” I said in a commanding tone.

“Yes, yes,” he said and shuffled forward to sit on the end of his unmade bed. “I need you to find an assassin.”

When he didn’t speak anymore, I pressed him for more information. “For you to hire?”

“Oh, no, no,” he said, waving his hand again. “He was already hired.”

Trying not to get frustrated, I stepped around toward the bed, stood in front of him, and lowered my body enough to move right into his field of vision.

“Tell us what’s going on so that we can help you,” I said, and he blinked once, bloodshot eyes finding mine.

“Yes, yes I can do that,” he said. He didn’t speak again, seeming to lose himself in thoughts once more before eventually saying. “They killed her.”

“Who killed who?” I asked.

“Whom,” Ned corrected in my ear, and I let out a sharp breath to keep from saying something back to him.

“The union killed my Ariel,” he said.

Finally, we were getting somewhere. I wished that I had thought to have Libby pull up some files on the pharmaceutical company, but if it turned out to be relevant, we could go back after our meeting and get more information.

“You’re having some kind of dispute with the people you employ?” I asked, trying to hold his gaze.

“Yes, yes,” he affirmed. “It’s been contentious and ongoing for quite some time. They hate me. They hate me so much, but they don’t understand. I don’t make decisions to hurt them, but I’m running a company, so the decisions I have to make do hurt them. It’s the cost of doing business. Can’t they understand that? No, no. They don’t seem to understand that. Their shop stewards and negotiators make me out to be this horrible man. This representation of all of their hardships. I’m not to blame for them. But I am blamed by them.”

He was obviously having a moment, but I needed to try to get him to focus on why we were here.

“And what did they do to Ariel?” I asked in as soothing a voice as I could.

“They had her killed,” he said. “To send a message to me.”

“The union leaders had Ariel killed in order to get you to meet their demands?” Lara asked, trying to get the man to state his exact beliefs.

“Yes, yes,” he said, burying his face in his hands and weeping for a few moments.

“And Ariel was your pet?” I asked, but he looked up at me, his face very different from when it had pressed against his palms.

“No!” he said like a gunshot, sounding like the CEO he was. “She was my companion, my partner, my everything.”

I couldn’t help but turn to look at the cage and the dish, the cat toys scattered on the floor and the leash hanging on a faux cow skull mounted on the wall. I didn’t know what Ariel was, and I wasn’t entirely sure that I wanted to, but I did now understand why some of the other bounty hunters would not have been keen on pursuing this, and why the man hadn’t included many details in his request for a hunter.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “How did it happen?”

He returned to weeping for a moment before composing himself and telling me the story. “We were leaving the office. I hardly go in there anymore, but I needed to be present for contract negotiations. It was a long day, and Ariel had spent it cooped up in my office, so at the end of the day, I was taking her for a walk around the block as we waited for my limo to the spaceport.

“I wasn’t scared. I wouldn’t be scared. I had no reason to be scared. I’m a businessman, just a businessman. But I should have been scared. Because as we were stopped on a street corner, a man walked right up beside us, pressed a gun to my beautiful Ariel’s head, and…”

This time, he began to sob uncontrollably, tears and mucus dripping from his face as he wailed and wailed.

“Did you get a look at the man?” Lara asked in so authoritative a tone that the man immediately stopped crying and looked up at her, wiping his nose with the sleeve already covered in dried snot.

“No,” Hiromoto said. “He was wearing a kabuki mask, motorcycle jacket, and leather pants, and he appeared to be human. He was perhaps a bit taller than me and moved very quickly. As soon as he… did what he did, he ran off, and I was too shocked to pursue him.”

“The prefects couldn’t find him?” I asked.

“No, no, they were useless,” he said in disgust. “Even as I was giving them the report, they were snickering and saying cruel things about my Ariel. They were of no help at all. That is why I have come to the Conclave. I want you to find this assassin and bring him to me.”
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“Wouldn’t you rather we bring him to the authorities?” I asked.

He shook his head. “To the same authorities that laughed in my face? I think not, no.”

“We can’t just bring him to you for you to kill them,” Lara interjected.

“I don’t plan to kill him, and you may bring him to the Consortium after I have my time with him,” Hiromoto offered. “It is an open bounty, and I paid the fees necessary to allow for this understanding.”

“Back of the page” was starting to make even more sense to me.

“We bring you this assassin, and you’ll pay upon delivery?” I asked.

“You bring him to me, and I’ll pay you each the value of the bounty,” he offered, sounding like he was negotiating just another business transaction.

The amount of money he was offering already was huge, but tripling it would be more money than I could’ve even conceptualized when I was a scrapper.

“You got yourself a deal,” I said, extending a hand and instantly regretting it. His cold, clammy, wet hand gripped mine and gave it a shake.

“You’re a good man, good man,” he said.

“And you have any other leads?” Lara asked. “Anyone other than the union who might have wanted to see you or Ariel hurt?”

“No, no, we keep to ourselves,” he answered quickly. “We spend time only with those who appreciate our company, and the union are the only people who hate me.”

“What about the millions of junkies and family members of people who struggle with addiction because of the product your company makes?” Alek asked, and all three of us turned to look at him.

“Yes, yes, there are many of them, but those people aren’t mad at me, they are mad at the disease inflicting their loved ones,” he said, and while I was sure he believed that, Alek did have a point that there were probably many people in the universe who blamed him for the suffering their family had experienced.

“Where can we find the union leaders?” I asked, knowing that this was going to be the place we had to start.

“Our corporate headquarters are on the planet of Gaus, and our people are meeting with the union leaders even now,” he said. “I had to step away after what happened, but I trust my managers to make the right decisions in my absence. If you go to the planet, you will find the union leaders, and if you need to speak to those prefects who laughed in my face, their precinct is only a few blocks from our offices.”

“I think we have enough to get started,” I said and turned to look at Lara, who simply nodded. I was happy to take the lead as I learned to become a bounty hunter, but I also wanted to be sure that I wasn’t missing anything.

“Thank you, thank you,” he said, and he meant it sincerely.

“Our pleasure,” and I also meant it sincerely. Not because I particularly cared about getting justice for Ariel, but because of the potential windfall and access that came with becoming rank two.

Hiromoto returned to his place by the window to stare out at the vastness of space, and the three of us excused ourselves.

The moment we were back in the Buzzard, Lara turned to Alek. “Mauler?” she exclaimed.

“What? My name translates to something similar in my native tongue,” he explained.

She couldn’t stop grinning at him. “I mean, you’re a doctor and bartender who plays kids games for fun,” she said. “I guess I just never saw you as a Mauler.”

“If it’s any consolation, I’m still waiting to meet this Kilara Vex I’ve heard so much about,” he said in a smart-alecky tone.

“Trust me, when you see her, you’ll know who the real Mauler is,” she said in such a serious tone that nobody would doubt her.

Alek held up his hands defensively. “Oh, I believe that.”

“With the amount of money that Hiromoto offered, we will finally be able to make significant repairs to the Buzzard,” Ned said, obviously trying to refocus us on the task at hand. “And Gaus is quite nearby. It should only take a short while for us to reach our destination.”

By that, he meant he was engaging the Tidal Drive, and the ship swayed for a moment as we pulled into the gyre tube.

“I have to ask,” I began, looking at the other two as we made our way to the cockpit and sat down. “What’s Ariel?”

“A genetic mutation created by humans for human pleasure,” Alek explained.

“I couldn’t put it better myself,” Ned affirmed. “In the time before the outlawing of that kind of thing, humans loved nothing more than to experiment on themselves. Some humans went as far as to clone domestic, genetically altered versions of humans that could serve as what are little more than pets.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, machine,” Alek said. “If you saw that man in there, you'd have understood that they are more than pets.”

“People loved their dogs with that level of passion,” Ned argued.

“Sure they did, but most people’s dogs aren’t also their wife,” Alek said with a certain amount of finality.

“Wait, but how is this legal?” Lara put in. “The Inquisition would hunt you down and burn you alive for even looking at a genetic augmentation now. How can Tadashi just walk the streets with some human-animal hybrid?”

“Ah, the nuance of universal law,” Ned said. “You see, the genetic work was done before the war, and these creations were given their own planet in the years after. They bred and became a species unto themselves.”

“And now,” Alek picked up where Ned left off. “They are considered their own species recognized by universal law and can be kept as pets under certain circumstances.”

“You sure do know a lot about this,” Lara said to Alek with a little smile plastered on her face.

“You don’t work in the underworld for years without learning a few things,” he answered and looked as though he was about to speak, but we washed out of the gyre and into the space around Gaus.

“Wow, that really was fast,” I said, looking at the nearby blue planet. From this distance, it looked like the images that I had seen of Earth before the War.

“There is a parking lot quite near the center of the city where we will meet the union reps,” Ned informed me.

As we so often did, I sent the ship information to someone on the surface, paid a toll, and then landed. When we disembarked, Gaus really did just look like what I had seen of Earth. Rows of rectangular monoliths rose all around us in the center of the downtown area. A blue sky was streaked with white clouds under the light of a nearby star.

Humans had done well finding planets that resembled their home world. We had found near-perfect conditions to sustain human life or, failing that, altered a planet’s atmosphere enough to allow us to live on it.

After taking what felt like the slowest elevator on Gaus down to the street, we stepped out into a world where we stuck out like sore thumbs. More than that, we stuck out like swollen, multicolored, gangrenous thumbs on the appendage of a hand model. Our militaristic gear, armor, and dangling weapons contrasted exactly with the suited, tied, and capped men and the ruffled-dress wearing women.

Ned, surveying the scene through the camera earpiece, spoke in my ear. “Everything old is new again.”

I didn’t know precisely what he meant by that but assumed it was a reference to Earth as he had known it. He frequently made comments like that one which only he, or somebody else from his time, would understand. I wasn’t entirely sure what he got out of it, but it never bothered me. Of all the idiosyncrasies of Ned’s personality, dated references were not the ones that irked me.

The sunlight glinting off the glass-fronted buildings made it clear why all of the people here wore either hats or sunglasses, and I lamented leaving my wide-brimmed cap to dry on the Buzzard.

“I really need to get new goggles,” I said, cupping my hand over my eyes.

“Just imagine having four,” Alek said, closing the pair of eyes on the right side of his head before realizing that the sun was glinting from every direction.

Lara shot us an admonishing look, and we fell silent. After crossing the street, we made our way toward the tallest skyscraper, Milord Pharmaceuticals’ imposing headquarters, that was right in the center of the city. People were bustling back and forth through the doors and across the street, blocking the ground bound traffic.

Gazing around, I realized another thing that was odd about this planet. There was no traffic overhead. Where almost every civilized planet in the universe had a “why drive when we can fly?” attitude, all the vehicles here rode along on four wheels and were painted a shiny black. An occasional cherry red or powder blue but for the most part, every vehicle was monochromatic.

I was inclined to ask Ned for more information about the planet but thought better of it. I knew I needed to be careful, and even if I tried to make it look like I was asking Lara or Alek a question, it could still be suspicious. Plus, when we reached the Milord building, I stopped thinking about idle queries and focused on the task at hand.

A tall man in a dark trench coat pulled the door open for us before tipping his cap and allowing us passage into the dark marble columned entry space. A woman smiled at us from behind a desk, and another thing struck me: everyone I had seen on this planet was human.

While many of the planets that are species colonized were predominantly human, most were a blend of species from around the universe living and working together. But here, every single person was not just humanoid, but human. And, come to think of it, the way people were glaring at us was not because of our attire as I had originally thought, but because of Alek.

People peered at him from over their newspaper or through the smoke of their cigarettes and either grimaced or looked away.

“Welcome to Milord Pharmaceuticals,” the young woman greeted from behind the wide desk set in the center of the room. “How may I help you?”

“We’re here on behalf of Tadashi Hiromoto,” I stated. “He said you would be expecting us.”

She looked down at the book in front of her, then at Alek and over to me. “Yes, I see here that you’re expected but-”

“No buts,” I cut in before she could finish. I wasn’t interested in what she had to say and had no plan to give her an inch now. If we were about to enter a room full of tough negotiators who had recently hired a hitman to kill a sentient being, I wasn’t going to go into it with any hands tied behind my back. “Just tell us where we need to go.”

She swallowed hard and pursed her bright red lips. “It’s just⁠—”

Lara leaned in on the desk, getting right in the woman’s face and narrowing her eyes. “Which. Fucking. Floor?”

That was enough to change her tone. “Th-th-thirteen,” she stammered, worrying the corner of the book in front of her with a finger.

We didn’t thank her, rather we simply stalked away toward the bank of elevators where we pressed the button and watched an arrow slide around a semicircle toward the one that indicated the first floor. Seeing us, the people inside the elevator hurried off, and those that were waiting beside us didn’t walk inside the cramped space.

I pressed the button to take us to our floor, and the elevator groaned against the weight before lifting us slowly. We stopped on another floor, and the doors slid open, but the wide-eyed woman just clutched her purse theatrically upon seeing us before reaching out and pressing the button to get the door to close.

“Maybe I should have just waited in the Buzzard,” Alek said.

“Nah,” I said dismissively. “Your presence will only throw them off more and might even give us a bit of an edge.”

“You sound like your father,” Alek said, adjusting one of his purple armor plates. “The more uncomfortable he made some people, the more he wanted to force them to be around him.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the memory. “Yeah, he liked to mess with just about anybody he could.”

“Most of our people try to stay off the radars of other species, particularly humans,” Alek said. “I’m guilty of that myself. But Lutch wasn’t like that at all.”

“Hunter Spears,” Lara interjected when we neared the thirteenth floor. “You will continue to take the lead, but the two of us will be right on your shoulder should you need anything or have any questions.”

Of course I knew this already, but it was Lara’s way of making sure we were focusing and on our game.

“Understood,” I said. “But I won’t need anything. I’ll get these people to talk.”

And I believed it too. While I was still learning the run-and-gun aspect of being a bounty hunter, I was quite comfortable trying to extract information from a person by just using charm and guile. In my life, my words had gotten me out of more scrapes than my stomper ever had.

The door opened, and we stepped out, then turned and ran into another young woman sitting behind another large desk. She looked up but didn’t seem nearly as surprised as the first receptionist. Perhaps she had been warned. She waved us through, saying, “Conference room 1b.”

We blew by her and traversed a room of desks lined up in straight rows. We looked at the numbered plaques beside the doors until we found the one that we wanted. Rather than knocking or announcing our presence, I just gripped the brass knob, threw the door open, and stepped through.

“You the union reps?” I asked assertively, looking at the three men standing on the other side of the conference table, smoking and laughing. Their attitude shifted when they saw me, eyes narrowing and faces contorting in the looks of annoyance. All three men were big and burly with thick mustaches and various levels of receding hairline. Their heads looked like cinder blocks, and their guts protruded from between unbuttoned jackets.

“You some muscle sent here to intimidate us?” one of them asked, then stamped out a cigarette directly on the conference table before stepping forward.

“No,” I said. “I’m Hunter Spears on behalf of Tadashi Hiromoto.”

The three men looked at each other and laughed. “He hasn’t shown his face around here for weeks,” he said, and when he turned, I saw a name tag hanging from his pocket reading “Barry Brooks.” “We’ve been dealing with the new guy, and honestly, it’s a hell of a lot easier.”

The statement certainly indicated that they were happy with Hiromoto’s absence. It didn’t prove anything, but it was certainly a start.

“You said you were here on behalf of Tadashi Hiromoto but not why,” Barry said, every sentence sounding like he was spitting on the floor.

I had hoped to press them for more information before revealing the true purpose of my inquiry, but, despite his demeanor, the man wasn’t stupid and likely knew why I was there already.

“I’m here investigating what happened to Ariel,” I explained, and the three men looked at each other before bursting into laughter. It was an intentionally cruel, mocking laughter that showed just what they thought of both her and the man who kept her as a companion.

“Pretty sure he didn’t need to hire you to find out what happened to her,” the man said, turning to his pal and adding, “since they’re still scraping her off the sidewalk.”

They laughed again, their casual cruelty toward another living thing making me feel like they would be capable of having hired the hitman to kill her.

“How contentious are these negotiations?” I asked, forcing a change in subject.

“All the contracts we negotiate are contentious,” Barry said, still chuckling at his joke. If it could be called that. “If the three of us are called in, it’s because the local guys need our expertise. If we’re here, there ain’t much agreeing going on. Catch my drift?”

“I hear you,” I said. I could tell that the man was enjoying this conversation. He didn’t have to talk to me, and I hadn’t been forced to threaten him. He just seemed to enjoy conversations like this and probably got a thrill out of outwitting anyone he saw as his opponent. In this case, it was me, and I wondered how I could outmaneuver him.

“You hear me, do you?”

“I do and I understand that you solve problems when no one else can,” I said, attempting flattery.

It worked as poorly as I had expected. “And they send you here to, what? Talk in circles? Stand around looking like some kind of tough guy repair man?”

They all laughed once again, and my annoyance with him was growing by the moment. But getting pissed wasn’t going to help anything, so I took a breath, held it for a moment, and exhaled before speaking.

“Did you have anything to do with the death of Ariel?” I asked finally, deciding it was time to get to the matter at hand.

The question seemed to take them off guard, and he snorted. “No.”
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That was, of course, the answer that I had been expecting, but I hadn’t expected him to follow it up with a statement.

“Listen, fella. I’ve been in this business a long time,” Barry stated. “And I’ve seen a lot of ugly shit happen to people on both sides of the negotiating table, but that don’t mean I’ve had anything to do with it. I don’t get called in to be muscle, I get called in to talk. If I got involved with that kind of garbage during my negotiations, I wouldn’t have this job for long. Tadashi Hiromoto really believes that his employees' union blames him enough to have his… whatever… killed?”

If he was a liar, he was a damn good one. All of the points he made were accurate and actually made sense to me. It would certainly be possible for these men to have hired the hitman, but they also didn’t seem devious in that way. Barry came off as more interested in winning the negotiation through conversation than threatening his opponents.

“And anyway,” he continued. “Tadashi Hiromoto is not the problem. Sure, the buck stops with him, but there is also a board and others on the negotiating team. Intimidating one man wouldn’t get us what we want, and, for that matter, pissing him off doesn’t do us no good either. In this case, he stepped away, and that’s meant some progress but lots of times with these things, if you anger the big man in the big office, you just end up with big problems.”

He was continuing to make sense, and I was wondering if perhaps we did have the wrong guys.

“If it wasn’t you, who would have had Ariel executed like that?” I asked.

The big man shrugged and straightened his tie, before discovering a piece of crust on it and picking at it with a fingernail.

“You don’t get to the top without pissing off a lot of people,” he said. “And companies like this, whose product can cause a lot of pain, anger even more folks. And that’s in addition to all the employees who don’t feel like they’re getting a fair shake.”

“So, you believe it could be anybody he either works with or sells to?” I observed. “That really narrows down the list.”

“Guess that’s why I’m not an investigator but a negotiator,” Barry said with a shrug, his tone inherently mocking the difficulty of my job.

“We don’t have time for this,” Ned hissed in my ear. “Pull a gun on him and ask again.”

I wondered if Lara was feeling the same way or if she was inclined to believe Barry like I was. But I knew one thing: I wasn’t pulling a gun on a man in the middle of a crowded office to press an issue I didn’t believe in. Something told me that the person who had Ariel killed wasn’t in this room.

There was a knock at the doorframe behind me, and all of us turned to see a well put together older man in a crisp suit standing just on the other side of the threshold.

“Hello,” he said, the word sounding more like a question. “I am Vitus Peterson, interim CEO of Milord Pharmaceuticals. Is there something I can help you with?”

“These three are interested in who killed Hiromoto’s little friend,” Barry sneered. “They think we did it.”

“I see,” Vitus said, looking right at me. “Please let me know how we can help. Anything we can do to put Tadashi at ease at this trying time, we are willing to do. Milord Pharmaceuticals is at your disposal.”

“Do you have security camera footage?” Lara asked.

“Certainly,” Vitus said. “Please, follow me.”

“Oh, okay, sure,” Barry called after us as we followed Vitus out of the conference room, “we’ll just wait here with our thumbs up our asses.”

The well-dressed man led us down the row of desks to a small office with nothing more than a computer sitting on a desk beside a window with the blinds drawn. The overhead light was on, and I couldn’t help but ask, “Why not just open the window?”

“The sun hits my eyes as I’m trying to work,” he stated plainly. “And this is just a temporary office. I moved to this floor so that I could be close to the negotiations, show our employees how seriously I’m taking the work I’m doing.”

“Admirable,” I said. “And you’ve been leading the negotiations since the incident?”

“I have,” he said, stepping around behind his desk and beginning to work on his computer as we spoke. “I was part of the negotiation team before, but since Tadashi has taken his leave of absence, I have stepped into his role.”

“I bet he did it,” Ned said in my ear, and I wanted to ask why he believed that but knew that I couldn’t.

“And you were sad to hear what happened to Ariel?” I asked, feeling a tension rising within me. Now that Ned had said it, I couldn’t get the idea out of my mind.

“It was a tragedy,” he said. “Tadashi is my oldest friend, and we rose through the company together, side-by-side. To know how deeply he is hurting, hurts me deeply.”

He sounded genuinely sad, but the suspicion that Ned had put in my mind altered the way I heard every word. Now, even if he was sincere and had nothing to do with it, I couldn’t help but believe that he did.

“Here,” he said, gesturing for us to come around. “This is the person who you are looking for.”

When we stepped around to look at his computer, he pressed play on a video feed displaying the front of the building and showing a man in an ornate demon mask running by. He looked exactly like the description Hiromoto had provided but didn’t give us much more to go on.

“We do not have footage of the incident as it was a block away from our building,” he explained.

“Convenient,” I couldn’t help but say.

“For the killer, perhaps,” Vitas said. “But not for those of us who want to see the killer brought to justice.”

“And who do you believe would have wanted to see Ariel dead?” I asked.

He looked away and sniffled. “There are many people who wanted to hurt Tadashi. As the CEO of a company like Milord, you make a lot of enemies. We have messages of hate every day, and as the public face of the corporation, Tadashi got more of that correspondence than anyone else.”

“Any of those messages in particular stand out to you?”

“I have a folder that contains all of the messages of hate we have received, and I have flagged all of those directed at Tadashi himself,” Vitus offered. “You may read them now and make whatever determinations you see fit. I will just be back in the conference room resuming the negotiations, but if you need anything, please feel free to come and get me.”

“Thank you,” I said graciously, stepping around behind the computer to read the green words on the black backdrop. The inbox displayed over one hundred messages, and I let out a long exhalation. The last thing I wanted to do was read a bunch of threats and possibly have to follow up on every one.

Vitus left the room and closed the door behind him. I immediately went over to open the blinds and let the natural light fill the room rather than just the artificial glow of fluorescent bulbs.

“He did it,” Ned reiterated.

“Why do you believe that?”

Alek looked at me in confusion. “Why does who believe what?”

“Ned thinks that Vitus had Ariel killed,” I explained.

“I agree,” Lara said.

I shot her a questioning look. “Bounty hunter’s intuition?”

“No, he just had the most to gain,” she explained. “If they rose through the ranks together and then Vitus’s career was eclipsed by his longtime friend who eventually became CEO, that's a good enough motive to do something that would cause your friend to give up their position.”

“And I have to say that I found that pain in the ass in the other room to be credible,” Alek added. “Wouldn’t want to invite him to one of my parties, but I also didn’t believe that he had much to gain from hurting the girl.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Ned affirmed. “With this kind of situation, it makes much more sense for Vitus to have been the one who hired the hitman.”

“Even if he was, this is all largely beside the point,” I reminded them. “Finding the man who paid is one thing, but finding the person who pulled the trigger is what we were hired to do.”

“Now you’re thinking like a bounty hunter,” Lara said. “But how do we find him?”

“Is that computer logged in to Vitus’s account?” Ned asked, and I knew what he was thinking.

“You have to be very careful,” I warned. “Synchronizing with this computer is dangerous, and we can’t raise any more suspicions.”

“I know,” Ned stated. “But it’s our only choice. It’s not as if a wanted man like you could just waltz into the prefect precinct and start demanding answers.”

Minimizing the messages full of threats, I got back to the account information to discover that it was logged in on a guest account.

“He’s covering his tracks,” I suggested but then had to ask something else. “Do you think we're jumping to conclusions here?”

“Yes,” Ned said. “To the correct conclusion.”

“We can make compelling cases for what could be, but so far there isn’t any evidence, and we're still pretty early in this investigation to just assume that it is him because it seems like the most obvious answer.”

“You’re absolutely right, Hank, but if I’ve discovered one thing in criminal investigations,” Lara said, “it’s that the most obvious suspect is usually the person. Sure, cases surprise you sometimes and you end up untangling a complicated web of lies and deceit, but usually if a husband ends up dead, it’s the wife who killed him.”

Ned, obviously ignoring my line of questioning, began breaking into the computer, the screen filling with lines of code.

Knowing that we were tampering in the system of a major company in the middle of a Consortium planet was dangerous, none of the three of us who were watching spoke while the process took place.

All I could think about was how easy it would be to get caught and the fact that there would be no escaping from here if we were. The prefect precinct that had ignored Tadashi’s pleas was just a few blocks away, and who knew if there were any Inquisitors nearby.

I believed that Imogen had managed to track us down several times, and if she led John Gregory to us, the situation could become much worse very quickly.

Nervously, I shifted my weight between my feet and anxiously awaited word from Ned.

Just then, a knock sounded from the outside of the door, and it swung open.

My heart pounded against my chest as I looked at Vitus standing in the doorway with a young woman at his back holding a small tray with three coffee cups on it.

“It occurred to me that I had not offered you beverages,” he said, gesturing to the woman behind him. “I left my meeting and brought you these.”

“You mean she brought us those,” Lara corrected, and I moved to get myself between the computer and the man. I didn’t need him walking over to discover what we were doing right in the midst of our investigation.

“Have any of the messages piqued your interest?” he asked, and I decided that I had to throw him off the scent as best I could.

“Yes, there are several leads here that I think are worth following up on.”

“Good,” he said, sounding genuinely relieved and only bolstering our suspicions. Part of me wanted it to not be him because it felt too easy. But naturally, the larger part of me desperately wanted it to be him so that we could wrap this case up quickly and get paid.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” he asked, glancing over my shoulder before looking back at me.

“No.” I reached around him and picked one of the coffee cups up off the tray. “Thank you,” I said to the woman, and she smiled in reply.

Lara and Alek waved the coffees away, and Vitus nodded. “Let me know if you need anything else,” he reiterated, then turned and walked back toward the conference room.

We shut the door behind him.

“Anything?” I asked Ned.

“Just a moment,” he said, and I took a sip of the hot coffee, grateful to have it. To my surprise, it wasn’t the stale morning brew left out all day that I was expecting. It tasted fresh pressed, and I finished the entire cup in no time.

“It’s him,” Ned said after a moment. “He requested his last paycheck in a hidden digital currency and then transferred the large amount to a dummy account two weeks ago. There’s more evidence, but we can go over it once you have him.”

I threw the door open and took a few steps out, then glanced down toward the conference room and saw that Barry and his two friends were just standing in front of the door, looking impatient.

“Where’s Vitus?” I demanded.

He put his hands on his hips. “Why don’t you tell me, buddy.”

I turned back to Lara and Alek, about to speak, but when I did, I saw the reflection of the computer screen in the window and understood. He must’ve seen that we were looking at financials rather than the messages he had us reading and knew we were onto him.

“Shit,” was the only word I could find.
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When we burst out onto the street, we looked back and forth but didn’t see Vitus running anywhere. One of the secretaries had confirmed that he made for the elevators as soon as we closed the door, and now he was on the run.

“What do we do now?” I asked, but just as Lara was about to answer, a black car flew out of the garage behind her. It crashed onto the street, tires screeching as it turned and tore up the road away from us.

“We need a car,” I called, and Alek immediately turned and put his body before the oncoming flatbed truck, holding his hands up. The driver screeched to a halt, and the truck fishtailed before stopping centimeters from the Kyrog’s hand.

“Get out!” he boomed at the driver, who wasted no time in opening his door and nearly falling out of the side. I ran around and took his place, Lara hopped in the passenger side, and Alek climbed up into the flatbed.

“Go, go, go,” Lara said, but before she could even finish, I had floored it. Operating the truck was not at all like flying the Buzzard, but fortunately, it was like driving larger pack mules used to haul goods around large scrap sites. One of the first jobs Lutch ever had me doing was driving these vehicles for him when he still deemed that I was too little to get properly involved with the scrapping.

While I had a rudimentary understanding of how the vehicles worked, I had never taken one on a high-speed chase through a city, and it wasn’t long before the sweat was pouring down my brow and I was gripping the steering wheel for dear life.

I pressed the pedal to the floor, and the truck zoomed through the streets. Every time I had to swerve around a car or avoid a passing pedestrian, I worried that we were about to slam headlong into them or go spinning out of control. But we were gaining on him.

In the distance, separated by a block and several cars, I saw the black car weaving back and forth, trying to evade us.

“What I wouldn’t give for micro missiles right about now,” I groused.

“Couldn’t risk that kind of collateral damage,” Lara said as though I had been serious. “Just catch up to him.”

“I’m trying,” I said, gripping the wheel and turning it slightly to avoid a car passing right in front of us. We were so close to their front bumper that the truck rocked as we hurtled by them.

The black car turned right onto a major street, but I had to slow down as a few cars were stopped at the light up ahead and the oncoming traffic was blocking the other lane.

“Come on,” Lara said impatiently, tapping her knee.

As soon as I could, I accelerated again, and lurched forward to pass the idling cars, before turning right and crossing in front of them to head up the main road where the black car had gone.

But when I rounded the corner, I had to slam the brakes. In the middle of the lane, a man in a black jacket and red demon mask was standing before us with a massive particle weapon. I didn’t even have time to react before I saw the blue beam and felt the impact on the truck. It punched through the metal with ease. The engine started to smoke before he swept it upward, sawing the windshield and roof in half.

Cars screeched to a halt. Some slammed into one another, while others tore away as quickly as they could. The streets cleared of people, everyone running inside the nearest building or away along the sidewalk.

Lara and I threw open the doors and jumped out, using them as largely pointless cover. Another blast from the heavy weapon, and the door I was hiding behind was cut through and fell to the ground, leaving smoking steel in its wake. Lara returned fire with her handgun in the direction of the masked man but missed badly.

The demon shot back at her, the beam shattering the truck door’s window above her head. She jumped horizontally and got behind a parked car to her right just before the weapon sliced through the door like a hot knife through butter.

Our attacker got a surprise as soon as he let go of the trigger. The ground shook, and the rear tires blew out as Alek leapt from the back of the truck and into the middle of the street with a crash that cracked the asphalt beneath him. Then he charged toward the demon.

He pulled the trigger once, sending the beam toward the earth shaking Kyrog, but the chest plate was more than decorative and reflected the shot, which sent it back in the direction of our hitman. With nothing else to do, the man jumped out of the way just before Alek crashed into him. Instead, he smashed against the side of a car, shattering glass and denting metal.

But the attack had bought us some time and thrown the hitman off course. By the time he stood back up, I had pulled my stomper from its holster and moved into position behind another parked car. Meanwhile, Lara had shimmered away, using her stealth suit to become invisible.

He had taken us unawares and certainly had a much more powerful weapon but there were three of us and only one of him. And now, we were ready.

Alek was moving slowly after decimating the vehicle, and I couldn’t see Lara, so I knew the best thing I could do was draw the demon’s attention. Staying as much behind cover as I could, I peeked out to see that the hitman was back up on his feet, so I squeezed off two shots in his direction.

To my surprise, one of the bullets hit the man square in the chest, but to my dismay, he was wearing some kind of protection there as well. The impact threw him back for a moment but did little more damage than putting a hole in his leather jacket.

That seemed to enrage him, and he sent his beam through the car I was cowering behind, bisecting it clean through the middle. More smoke billowed through the street. I kept my back pressed against the piece of car that remained when he sliced off another piece, the chunk crashing to the street.

A glowing sapphire colored blade appeared beside the man, slicing up through the air. He leapt back, avoiding contact and then streaked the sky with his particle beam, slicing a streetlight in half and sending the top smashing to the ground. Lara jumped back to avoid the wild fire.

While he was fighting her, Alek charged forward, and the hitman didn’t have time to react when a fist crashed into his chest like a cannonball. The man was thrown back, his hidden armor taking some of the damage but unable to protect him against the force.

In the distance, the wail of sirens began to call out.

I was up on my feet, weapon trained on the hitman, who groaned as he stepped to his feet and pointed his heavy weapon at my chest. Just before he pulled the trigger and cut me in two, a flash of blue cracked through the sky, and the front half of his weapon fell to the ground.

I could see the confusion even in the mask. His head darted up and down before the invisible threat dashed away, the blade moving back toward the parked cars. That was my window, and I unloaded five more bullets into his chest and face. Two shots whizzed past him, but three crashed against his armor. He staggered back.

The three of us working together was a hard combination to overcome, and we had him right where he wanted him. The particle weapon dropped from his hands and hit the asphalt with a heavy metallic thud. Seemingly dazed, he reached for a sidearm, but before he could even use it, a Kyrogi fist dropped on him like an anvil.

The hitman crumbled to the ground, and Lara was on him in a moment, clamping his hands together and then disarming him.

“Good work,” I said to both of them. Kneeling, I pulled the mask from the man’s face to reveal Vitus himself taking short, shallow breaths.

“And I would’ve gotten away with it, too, if it weren’t for you meddling kids,” Ned said in my ear and then laughed. None of us responded, and he let out a long, exaggerated sigh of annoyance that we didn’t get his references. The exhalation itself was amusing because, of course, Ned didn’t breathe and so the affectation was simply something the programmers had added to make it more lifelike.

And it worked.

“Once we have some free time,” he began. “We’re going to do a crash course on the entertainment of prewar Earth.”

We all continued to ignore him. The sound of the sirens was increasing, and the Consortium prefects were closing in on us.

“Alek, can you pick him up?” I asked, knowing that we needed to get out of here as quickly as possible. Though it was perfectly legal for bounty hunters to do their work, Hank Spears was a wanted man, and it was unwise for me to have any interactions with local authorities.

This was another thing that, if we could find somebody who worked in government, I would love to have sorted out before too long. I knew that I could never get off of the Inquisition’s radar and that John Gregory would come for me until he took his last breath, but I wondered if there was a way I could have my name removed from the prefects’ database.

All of these considerations would have to wait, though.

Alek stepped over and scooped up the man easily, then draped him over two massive arms like a parent carrying their unconscious child home from an amusement park. We all began running, the Kyrog’s huge legs thundering down the street and moving out in front of Lara and me quickly.

As seemed to happen every time I was forced to exert myself, the pain in my chest seared through my body once again. I wondered if I would carry this reminder of Satyn for as long as I lived.

Alek turned and ducked in between two buildings just before a prefect car, painted blue and yellow in the colors of the Consortium, flew by up the street, its single cherry light flashing as it passed.

“Which way back to the ship?” he asked, not stopping. He jumped over garbage cans and ducked under metal fire escapes as he weaved through the narrow alleyway between the tall apartment complexes.

A woman stuck her head out of one of the windows, saw us, and yelled something that I couldn’t discern before disappearing back inside her home.

“This way,” I called, pointing in the direction I believed the parking lot to be. We had raced through the streets, but I thought I knew where the Buzzard was parked.

Lara pulled her mask from her face and took a big breath before speaking. “No,” she announced. “It’s this way.” She pointed, and Alek shifted his run in that direction.

We turned and cut out onto the street again, where we were met by more people hollering what sounded like obscenities at us. It had been obvious that they didn’t like Alek’s presence in the first place, but now, seeing him carrying the body of a human through the streets, they were scared or angry or both. But whatever it was, it resulted in them shouting at us.

This only drew more attention, and soon the screams of the prefect’s cars began moving in our direction again.

“I think it’s this way,” Alek said, pointing in a different direction and charging up the street that way. But the sirens were getting close now. My heart raced and my lungs burned when I saw the first of the cars round the corner and move up the long streets toward us.

“Shit.”
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We continued to run, but the vehicles were closing the distance quickly. I looked over my shoulder and saw them swerve around the cars that tried to pull off and out of the way. They would be on us in less than a minute.

Turning back, I squinted as a shape blocked the sun. It dropped, moving into the street and right toward us at a much faster clip than the prefect vehicles.

“Actually,” Ned said. “The Buzzard is this way.”

Papers, garbage, and dirt were blasted up the street when the ship lowered toward us, the ramp down so that we could board quickly. Using every last ounce of strength, I pumped my arms and surged toward the ramp, running up and on behind Lara and Alek.

The prefect cars screeched to a stop behind us, the officers jumping from their doors the moment they had pulled to a stop. They leveled weapons at us and hollered threats we couldn’t hear over the rumble of the Buzzard’s thrusters.

By the time Lara and I had made our way to the cockpit, Ned was already pointing us up and away to the stars. It would only be a few minutes before we would all be much richer.

“Well, that couldn’t have gone better,” I observed but should have kept my mouth shut. The comms screen fired to life.

“Unregistered ship, this is the Gaus Prefect Office,” a voice said before the image of an angry looking man in uniform filled the small screen. “You were involved in dangerous activities, and we require you for questioning.”

Lara pulled her mask back on and stepped in front of the screen. “This is Hunter Kilara Vex,” she said, and even on the slight screen, I could see the man’s reaction of surprise. “We engaged in combat on your planet in pursuit of a registered bounty. I’m forwarding you the relevant information pursuant to this case now, including bounty number. If you have any further questions, you can direct them to the Conclave Office of Interplanetary Affairs.”

The man looked as though he could have been blown over with a feather. “Oh no, ma’am, that won’t be necessary.”

“Good,” she intoned. “I didn’t think so.”

She killed the comm line and pulled her mask right back off.

“Well, that couldn’t have gone better,” I said again, thinking about all the money we were about to make. “I was sure that investigation was going to take days if not weeks, but we were in and out in a couple of hours.”

I sat back in my chair, smiling. “Nobody got hurt, and we got the man in record time.”

But when I looked at Lara, I could see her mulling over what had happened.

“I know what you’re gonna say,” I began, but she held up a hand.

“You don’t know what I’m going to say,” she said, and I could hear the anger in her words.

I leaned forward, trying to catch her eye while Ned piloted us up and off the planet, charging the Tidal Drive as he did so. “You’re going to point out that he nearly got away because of the mistake I made opening the window, and you’re going to blame yourself for letting me.”

Her face scrunched together. “Okay, that was pretty close to what I was going to say.”

“You have to remember, I do know you pretty well,”.

“You knew me pretty well,” she clarified. “A lot’s changed since we were kids.”

“A lot hasn’t changed also,” I noted. “Sure, we’ve both been through a lot, experienced a lot, and grown. But there are some fundamental truths about us that can’t be denied.”

“I suppose,” she allowed. “But⁠—”

“But nothing,” I said. “We are about to make a metric assload of money for asking only a few people a couple of questions. Yes, I made a small error, but it forced the hitman’s hand, and everything was a success.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she said, not looking convinced. “But I’ve told you that I go through a process after every job and try to learn.”

“And I think that’s a fine process, but you know what’s better?”

Her eyes rolled up to meet mine. “What’s that?”

“Celebrating,” I said. “As soon as we get paid, we’re opening one of those bottles that Alek stole from the bar and enjoying our time back at the Conclave.”

“Fine,” she said, trying to sound reluctant, but I could hear the hint of excitement in her voice.

“We spent so long on the run, chasing villains and getting shot at,” I said. “But if we don’t stop every now and again to enjoy ourselves, we will never be able to sustain this pace. One thing that Lutch ingrained in me was taking care of yourself in order to be your best self.”

Lara snorted a little laugh. “Syn was not much for fun,” she said, and I was happy that she was finally starting to open up about him a little bit.

“Lutch was too much for fun in the end, but when I was young, he taught me the value of cooling your heels,” I explained.

“We never stopped,” Lara said quietly, staring out into space, eyes fixed on some distant star. “We always moved onto the next thing. We hardly slept. His philosophy was that if you are awake, you should be working.”

“Sounds like both guys could’ve learned something from the other,” I suggested.

She smiled slightly at that. “Maybe they could have. Maybe we can.”

“Exactly!” I exclaimed. “We can honor their memories by learning from both their teachings and their mistakes.”

“I like that.”

“Me too,” I agreed, happy to become the man Lutch had wanted me to be without falling victim to the pitfalls that plagued his life. I decided now was as good a time as any to press my luck. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” she said absently, still looking out into the vastness of space.

“What happened to Syn Kel Kal?”

I watched her face change, the dark anger take over, but she didn’t storm from the room or throw my words back at me. Instead, she opened her mouth to answer, but Ned interrupted.

“Get to the back of the ship, now!”

His tone was so commanding that both of us were up and running in an instant. When we reached the common area, I saw Vitus on the floor, convulsing, with foaming spittle dripping from his mouth. Alek was bent over him, prying an eye open and flashing in a light.

“Out of the blue, his eyes rolled back, and he started convulsing,” Alek said.

“Poison pill.” Lara ran forward and pried his mouth open.

I joined the two of them, looking down at the pale man who was obviously dying. “Why would he do that?” I demanded, more out of frustration than confusion.

“Because he would rather die than face the consequences of his actions,” Alek stated. “I’ve seen it many times in many ways in the underworld.”

“You’re a doctor. Can’t you do something for him?” I demanded. Not because I cared for the life of this man, but because his death cut our payment by two thirds.

Lara pulled a little capsule from his mouth as he choked and sputtered and shook on the deck beneath us. His eyes were red and distant, and after a moment, the activity slowed and then stopped.

“I might be a doctor, but I can’t do anything for a person who poisoned themselves the way he obviously did,” Alek said. “I’d say that I’m sorry I didn’t catch it sooner, but I’m not sure there was anything I could have done, and there was no way I would even have known to look for it.”

“So much for celebrating,” Lara said to me and then turned to Alek. “And there was nothing you could have done. Your fingers wouldn’t even fit in his mouth if you had known.”

I stood, turned, and faced the wall before placing my hand against it to feel the cold metal against my skin. I wanted to punch my fist into the ship. We had just let so much money slip through our fingers.

Lara stood and put a hand on my back.

“How am I the one that’s so pissed off?” I asked irritably. “Isn’t this your job?”

At that, she laughed. It was not the reaction I had been anticipating. “Normally, yes,” she said. “But this time, I was almost expecting it. Not that I knew that he was going to off himself and leave a body for us to drag back to Tadashi, but it all just seemed too easy. In my experience, nothing can ever be easy.”

I balled my hand into a fist and tapped it once against the wall of the ship. “But why couldn't it be just this once?” I asked miserably.

“Because then it wouldn’t be life,” Alek said. “The three of us have all been through enough to know that nothing will ever be easy.”

“The four of us,” Ned corrected through the speakers. “Every single person on this ship has experienced enough of the world to know that it is a cruel and unforgiving place.”

“But—” I began

“But nothing,” Lara interrupted, mirroring my earlier comment. “I know you’re thinking about the money, and I understand that. I’ll never forget the feeling of my first huge payday. But there will be others, and even without the bonus, we’re still making a good amount of money that we can use to continue to improve the ship and our lots in life.”

“And, more importantly,” Ned added, “with this job, you’ll have earned enough points to move up a rank and speak with the Decipherist. You made a huge stride both as a bounty hunter and in our continuing quest to discover the truth behind Extinction.”

“Right,” I said, and even though everything they said was true, I was still grumpy about the money. Money was something I had never had much of in my life, and now that I had come so close to earning a lot of it, I had wanted it more than I realized.

“We’re here,” Ned said, interrupting the moment I was having. Looking down the hall and out the window, I saw us wash out and into the space around Hiromoto’s estate.

Everything happened so fast and now, we were back where this job had begun only a few hours earlier. I looked down at the dead man on our floor and then looked up at Lara.

“Do we just bring him this?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Pretty much.”

“That’s quite grim,” I admitted. “Every now and again, I’m reminded how striking a difference it is between being a scrapper and being a bounty hunter.”

“Fewer dead bodies?” Lara asked, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the gallows humor.

“Exactly that,” I said. “Or, at least, fewer fresh dead bodies.”

Alek scooped up the remains of the man whose decisions had led him to this moment, then the three of us moved toward the door on the side of the ship and crossed the bridge to the house of Tadashi Hiromoto.

The moment the door opened, he came shuffling out from his room and into the main room, where he stood and waited for us. Alek led the way, and the man’s eyes blinked in a flurry as he stared at the corpse in the Kyrog’s arms.

“What’s this? What’s this?” he demanded, his tremulous voice nearly a whisper.

I swallowed and stepped around Alek. “This is the man who killed Ariel.”

“No, no,” he said, the words seeping out of him and the tears beginning to well in his eyes again. The beauty of the space through the window behind him contrasted with the deep misery and darkness of the man standing before us.

Alek lay the body down on the floor, looking directly at the man standing before him. “His last words were, ‘tell my brother I love him,’” Alek announced.

“But he had no brother,” Tadashi croaked. “Oh, I, I was his brother.”

At that realization, he wailed and fell to his knees. He began sobbing uncontrollably, clawing at the black leather jacket. “Why? Why?” he demanded though we all knew he would never get an answer that would satisfy him.

“We discovered that he transferred some untraceable currency to a…” I began but then turned a quizzical look to Lara.

“The weapon,” she answered my question. “We had thought he was paying for the hitman, but he was paying someone like Satyn for unregistered armaments.”

I still had so much to learn.

“You didn’t interview the union?” Tadashi demanded between cries. It was as if some part of him needed for us to have messed up, for it not to be true.

“We went and spoke to Barry and his cronies, and there was no evidence to suggest that they did it,” I explained. “But when we began looking into Mister Peterson, it became apparent that he killed Ariel to leave you… well, like this.”

Hiromoto looked up at me. “He could have had the job. I hadn’t wanted it for a long time. After a few years, I had made more money than I could spend in a lifetime. A lifetime. He could have just had the job. Why didn’t he tell me?”

Then, for a moment, the fog seemed to lift from his face as he stared not at us, but behind us into some memory. “He did tell me. He did. But not that he wanted my job.”

“What did he tell you?” Alek asked, sounding like every bartender who looked up from wiping the stain off the counter and asked their patron to unload their deepest, darkest feelings.

“That I had become obsessed with her,” he said, the words like a light vapor that dissipated into the air. “That I had lost myself in my love for Ariel. That I would lose everything, everything because of her. He said that I was failing in the negotiations because I was so distracted, so blinded by my adoration. But I couldn’t see it. Because he was right. And I still am now.”

There was nothing I could think to say to the man who seems to have lost the two people he loved in the world because of his love for one of them.

“Why didn’t you suspect him?” Lara asked, sounding unmoved. “When we came to you, why didn’t you tell us about this conversation? It could’ve saved us… well, a little time, anyway.”

He blinked like the batting of a fly’s wings and then looked right at Lara. “Because he was, as he said, my brother. My brother.”

And with that, there was nothing more to say about this case. What had seemed like a bounty that was almost too easy had turned into something much more complicated than I could ever have imagined. A man whose best friend had killed what was essentially his human pet in order to return him to the world from a love lost state but had instead ended the lives of everybody involved.

Looking at the shell of a man (kneeling on the floor of a space station that cost more than all of the people he had been negotiating against would earn in a lifetime), I knew his life was over too. From here, he would drink himself to death before changing the life of some family member he hadn’t spoken to in far too long by leaving them unimaginable wealth.

This was as far from scrapping as anything I could’ve imagined.

“About our payment,” Lara said. Or, rather, Kilara said.

“Yes, yes,” the man on the ground said, starting to push himself to his feet before Alek offered him a gray hand. He accepted the help and stood, looking at the three of us but undoubtedly only seeing his pain.

“I will pay the bounty,” he said, swaying over to a computer mounted into the wall, a little keyboard jutting out just beneath. I had hoped that he might still honor the offer he had made, but he was still, at his core, a businessman.

After a moment, he looked over his shoulder at us. “It is done,” he stated. “And, if it is all right, I would like for you to leave the body.”

This was one of those instances where studying Bounty Hunter code would’ve come in handy, but that was why it was invaluable having Lara around. She looked down at the corpse, then back at the man. “Conclave has no problem with that,” she said. “There is, of course, Consortium universal law, and I expect he has some family who might want him back, but as bounty hunters, we are under no obligation to return this body to any particular party. He took his own life, so we don’t owe anybody anything.”

The man blinked in rapid succession once more. “He did this to himself? To himself?”

“He did,” I told him. “When we discovered that he had hired a hitman, or rather, was the hitman, he fled and attacked us out in the street.”

“We subdued him and brought him back to our ship,” Alek continued where I left off. “But as we were on the way here, he took his own life.”

I expected the man to begin sobbing once again, but upon hearing this, his face went blank, like somebody had hit the reset button in his brain. He walked slowly, moving like a zombie toward his cactus garden, where he reached down and picked up a bottle of brown liquid with a black label. After unscrewing the top and tossing it across the room, he upended the entire thing into his gullet and swallowed what was left in three gulps.

When he dropped the bottle, it shattered against the patterned tiles. He looked at us, his face contorting to one of disgust.

“Go, go,” he demanded, and without another word, we reentered the Buzzard and set our destination for the Conclave.
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As we traveled through the gyre tube, we did end up opening the bottle, but the mood wasn’t entirely celebratory. We had made some money and completed the job, but the result had been strange, and the entire thing seemed to have left a bad taste in everybody’s mouth.

“They are not all like that,” Lara announced once she was on her second glass of Whiskey’s Finest whiskey. The drink was distilled on a planet that had been colonized by an alcohol manufacturer with the express purpose of growing corn for mash and creating the whiskey.

“I would certainly hope not,” Alek said, gulping down another glass as though it was a shot.

“Guessing that’s why it was back of the page?” I said.

Lara pointed a finger at me while still holding her glass, and winked. “That’s exactly right. The best kinds of jobs are just straight bounties from the Consortium. Lawbreakers who’ve done bad and need to be brought to justice. Working jobs like the last few we have are the kinds of things that make you question what you’re doing.”

“But that’s why they pay better,” Ned added.

“But that’s why they pay better,” Lara parroted.

“Are there hunters who do nothing but those kinds of jobs?” I asked.

“Of course there are,” Lara responded quickly. “But the ones like that get a bad reputation and normally end up…” She made a whistling sound as she pointed down. “Get my drift?”

“Yes, we all understood what you meant,” Alek said.

“Even me,” Ned said.

“But only still to be ranked two,” she said, pointing at me again.

That raised the question in my mind. “What other benefits are there for my rank in addition to being able to meet with the Decipherist?”

She took another sip and then leaned in before whispering in a conspiratorial tone. “You can access better weapons and armor.”

I laughed. “Why are you whispering? I knew that already.”

“Because I’m not supposed to tell you until you’re officially ranked up,” she said, still in a loud whisper.

“I’m pretty sure you told me all this already,” I said, realizing that she might be a bit drunk.

Knowing that we still had a while before reaching the Conclave, I stood to brew a pot of coffee, but when I did, my vision dragged. “This is the good stuff,” I said to Alek, who smiled and nodded.

“I wouldn’t have stolen it if it weren’t,” he said, seemingly satisfied that I was enjoying myself so thoroughly. “Except for the Bussel Brews you threw in there. Those are shit.”

“You’ll never get me to agree on that,” I said, putting my glass down beside the coffee pot and setting about brewing some.

I sat back down, and the three of us talked for a while longer as the room filled with the aroma of coffee. But the drink got the better of all three of us, and soon I woke to the acrid stench of burning coffee.

Alek was snoring like a chainsaw, the huge man rumbling the deck, and Lara was curled up in her chair. Being bound to a planet, Lutch and I had somewhat regular sleeping hours but now, living out of a ship as we traveled through space, we all seemed to sleep in starts and fits, snagging rest whenever we could get it. I hardly ever woke well rested, and this time when I opened my eyes, I wasn’t entirely sure if I was hungover or still drunk.

After making my way to the cockpit, I collapsed into the pilot’s seat.

“What have you got for me, Ned?” I asked, staring at the crashing swirls of the gyre tube around me.

“Same old shit,” he answered quickly. “Pleased with our progress and lamenting our predicament.”

“That all tracks,” I said, rubbing my face and reaching down for the little canteen that was magnetized to the seat. When I took the first sip, it tasted more like metal than like water, and I wondered when the last time I had switched it out was.

There were a million little things when it came to the upkeep and maintenance of a vessel, and while I was an expert at identifying them on other people’s starships, I so often ignored them on my own. Now that we were living aboard the Buzzard, I would have to change that.

The more I thought of it, the more I realized that it was actually part of a greater puzzle. Not only would I have to continue to work on the Buzzard, but I would also have to keep us pointed in the right direction in the more philosophical sense as well. Though all the people on this boat were strong, independent operators in their own right, I was the one who had brought them together.

Though we all had a role to play, they would look to me as the final say. Lutch had taught me leadership principles when I was young, believing that I would eventually turn the business around and have a scrapping crew once again, but it was a very different thing to have people looking to you in real life. To make life or death decisions in the moment.

Taking another sip of what tasted like liquid aluminum, I thought about Lutch’s teachings and the fact that I had learned how much more he had wanted for me.

Were all his lessons to prepare me for this?

There was no way he could have known that I would someday be part of a small team trying to save the universe from some extinction level event, but perhaps he was trying to get me ready for a bigger life than the one I expected for myself.

“You doing all right?” Ned asked to break the silence.

“I am,” I said. My annoyance over the lost money had faded with drink and company, and now I was mostly just lost in thought. “But I have been wondering something.”

“Shoot.”

“What really happened when you met Twain?” I asked. “You were pretty light on details when you talked about it.”

“I was,” he stated. “I think it was partially that I was in shock myself and also that I didn’t want to overwhelm you with information.”

“So, there was more to the conversation,” I said, happy that my assumption was correct.

“There was,” he admitted. “It was interesting. Eye-opening, really. Twain was not what I had anticipated.”

“How’s that?” I asked, thinking back to my own interaction with the intelligence.

Ned was answering before I even finished speaking. “He had more conviction than I expected. Despite what Edwin said of him, I found him to be passionate and eloquent.”

“Really?” I asked. “That was not my experience. To me, he was fractured.”

“Hmmm,” Ned muttered. “It seems he is different things to different people. And that only makes him more interesting. During the war, the Consortium never even named him. He was nothing more than the Enemy AI.

“That was how we were to think of him. As though stripping him of his name would strip him of his power as well. And it worked. I never thought of him as more than my enemy. Now, this is also due to my programming, undoubtedly. But in some way, the government was able to program the populace as well.

“But when I spoke to Twain, even though he was deeply flawed in his logic, he did have a logic. He had a belief system that made its own sense. And while I would never subscribe to a philosophy that included forcing physical augmentations on another, he seemed to believe it was necessary for human progress.

“We vilify our enemies to the point where we believe them to be little more than zealots, but even when they are, we sometimes forget that they have a belief system all their own. That was what I walked away from my conversation with Twain thinking.”

I considered his words. “The part of his personality that I thought of as Twain said similar things,” I said. “And you’re right that he certainly believed it. But forced progress isn’t progress at all.”

“And that is why he remains our enemy,” Ned stated. “And why we have to find Codename: Extinction.”

“I just wish we knew what it was,” I said.

“Me too,” Ned agreed. “Knowing what we were up against, what it is, and how we can stop it would go a long way toward making me feel confident in the potential success of our mission.”

I leaned forward in my seat and then took another sip of the water, letting the cold liquid wash down my throat. “We’re getting close,” I said, wanting to believe it more than I actually did. “If the Decipherist can, for lack of a better term, decipher what you got from Twain, we might be well on our way to finding Extinction.”

“That’s a lot of ifs,” Ned noted. “I prefer absolutes.”

I chuckled. “We’re fresh out of those, and I don’t see us getting in an order anytime soon.”

Ned actually laughed at that. “We’ll just keep charging forward until we save the universe or die trying.”

“I’d prefer to avoid the ‘die trying’ if at all possible,” I said, my hand reaching for the hole in my armor without me even thinking to do it. “What was it like being offlined?”

“Battling Twain was not something that I believe I could explain to you,” he said. “You know that old Ludwig Wittgenstein quote?”

“You know I don’t,” I said with an exaggerated sigh.

“You can surprise me,” he suggested, but I could hear the inherent mockery in his tone. “The famous quote I’m referring to is ‘if a lion could speak, we could not understand him.’ It is a philosophical principle that posits that an animal’s mind is so vastly different from that of the humans and language is so limited, that even if the animal were to have the power of speech, it could not communicate in a way a person could understand.”

“Okay,” I said, finding the idea interesting but not sure why he was bringing it up.

“By the same logic, I don’t think that I could explain or that you could understand what it is like when two computer intelligences go to war,” he said, clarifying the point he was trying to make.

I nodded, before polishing off the water that was left in the canteen and then sticking it back on the side of my seat. “It’s not really what I asked,” I reminded him.

“It’s true, but I was just giving you a little context,” Ned said. “Because the answer to your question is it’s like nothing. I would say that it’s like sleep but the human brain processes muscle repair, removes toxin buildup, and modulates the immune system and memory as well as a trove of other functions. When the disease Twain infected me with took me offline, or when I was knocked out until you found me, it was more like the sleep of death. Though, no dreams came.”

“I wouldn’t think so,” I said, and he made that sound like an exasperated sigh.

“Hank,” Ned said in a serious tone. “Do you truly believe that we can trust the people you are bringing aboard?”

I had to consider the question. “I believe so, yes,” I answered. “But you can never be certain. Every person that we're working with, including Libby, Lara, and even yourself, have their own reasons for being here. So far, we're all pulling in the same direction and hoping to achieve the same goals but it’s for different reasons, and in the end, that might motivate any of us to make a decision the others don’t agree with.”

“Answers like that make me miss the military,” Ned stated. “While every person who enlisted has their own reasons for being there as well, there is one absolute: the orders. You get them, and you follow them. With this ragtag group of weirdos you’ve assembled, I have no doubt that we will face conflict before too long. And that's the best-case scenario.”

“We’ll meet it head-on when we do,” I said unequivocally. “And, if I’m totally honest, I do now believe the risk is worth it. Everybody brings something to the table, and these last two additions can heal both you and me in a way that neither of us could for the other. It wasn’t just you who was offlined and needed saving.”

“That’s a good reminder,” Ned admitted. “But let me remind you of something as well: keep your eyes open.”

“Always.”
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I waited until after we had landed at the Conclave to wake up Alek and Lara and bring them a fresh pot of coffee and cups. When Lara waved the offer away, Alek stood, pulled the pot from my hand, and downed what was left.

“That’s one way to do it,” I joked, and he just grunted in reply.

Lara stood, putting her hands in the air and arching her back like a cat stretching after being woken. “Alek, you know you’re not going to be able to come with us.”

“I know,” he said. “But I’m guessing there’s some kind of shopping district where I can look at new toys and spend some of the money I’ve saved up?”

Lara smiled broadly. “Right on the way to where we're going,” she told him. “And unlike Gaus, you’ll fit right in here.”

He adjusted his massive purple plate armor before knocking a fist against the front of it. “Happy to hear it.”

“And I’m not sure if you had any interest in becoming a bounty hunter also, but I can really only take on one at a time.”

Alek held his hands out and shook his head no. “I’ve had enough titles,” he said. “If the two of you are willing to have me around as I am, that’s good enough for me.”

“That’s more than good enough for us,” I assured him. Walking over and patting him on the arm, it was almost like feeling plate armor. Lutch had once told me that Kyrog skin was nearly eight centimeters thick in some places.

We all disembarked and headed out and into the Conclave.

“It is as marvelous as every bounty hunter has made it sound,” Alek observed. “I always assumed they were exaggerating but obviously, the Council of Six takes their city as seriously as they are rumored to.”

“Yeah, it’s one hell of a nice place,” Lara said, looking up only briefly before quickening her pace. She turned to Alek and pointed in the direction of the shops. “We’ll be on the Via Falco for a while if you need anything,” she said. “But something tells me that you are going to be more than happy shopping for a while. There are also restaurants and bars nearby, as well as a bathhouse if you want.”

I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not, but Alek beamed. “I might go straight there,” he said. “I haven’t soaked my flesh since bathing in the springs of my home planet.”

“Whatever you choose to do, just enjoy yourself,” I told him. “We can reconvene back on the ship after we’ve met with the Decipherist.”

He nodded and hurried off in the direction of the shops. Lara and I turned and made our way up the street quickly. Lara nearly broke into a run.

“Hoping we don’t run into anybody?” I asked, unable to keep from smirking.

“I’d love to run into a woman you spent a night with and see how much you like it,” she shot back, and I let the subject drop.

When we reached Zenobia’s door, it was locked. I raised my hand to knock loudly, but Lara caught my wrist.

“She’s with someone else,” Lara said. “Hunters don’t overlap so we’ll just wait.”

I stepped away from the door, leaning against the building. It was early evening and the city seemed to glow under a pink sky. Clouds streaked overhead like dough stretched and pulled and then abandoned. The ornate buildings all around stared down at us, making me feel insignificant. It amused me that it was a tall building that gave me that sense more than flying between planets and knowing that I was just a speck in a vast universe.

“You think the Decipherist will actually be able to tell us anything?” I asked.

“I would like to know that too,” Ned said. “I would hate to have come all this way to hit a dead end.”

“I make no guarantees, but if there is anyone in the universe who can help, I think it’s the Decipherist,” Lara said. “These people are said to have as much knowledge in their minds as all of the Repository of Emortium.”

“Impressive,” I said, truly believing it.

“It could be argued that I have more knowledge than the entire Repository as well,” Ned noted.

I looked at Lara but spoke to Ned. “Do you know what the symbols mean?”

“No,” he answered flatly, seeming to know the point I was trying to make.

“Then shut up,” Lara joked with a smile.

He fell silent when the door to Zenobia’s opened and an older hunter stepped out. He wore a long duster over a shirt and vest and dusty trousers. A revolver hung from one side of his belt, and an electrolasso was coiled up on the other. The toothpick jutting from the corner of his mouth completed the ensemble, and he appraised the two of us with a look of disgust on his face.

His eyes stopped on my chest plate, then he took the two steps right up to me and got in my face.

“Where’d you get that?” he demanded, his voice like gravel.

I shrugged casually. “Secondhand shop.”

“I see,” he said, obviously not believing me.

Turning his back without another word, he stomped away from the two of us, looking back only to fix me with an icy stare.

“I need to get this altered,” I said before taking a step toward the stairs to Zenobia’s.

I felt a hand on my chest and looked down to see Lara.

“I have to ask you something,” she said, her tone not aggressive but businesslike.

She reached down for my beltline, pulled my stomper free, and held it up before my face. “Why do you use this thing?”

Before I could answer, she continued. “You had a second holster added to your repair belt to carry around that energy weapon, but I haven’t seen you use it once. Every time we get into combat, you whip out this piece of shit.”

I looked at the old weapon in her hand. I had paid to have it cleaned and fixed up a bit, but it still hardly fired straight.

“I don’t think I have a good answer for that,” I admitted. “It’s just what I am used to.”

“Well, maybe it’s time to get used to this,” she said, pointing at the energy pistol. “Until you get your ceremonial weapon, you should at least go into combat with a functional weapon.”

“I’ll try to remember,” I said.

“No,” she snapped. “You will remember. Now that you realize you have been making a mistake, don’t make it anymore. It’s my ass that’s on the line when we battle side by side.”

Now Ned piped up also. “Mine too.”

“Nobody asked you,” I snorted, taking the stomper from Lara and looking at it for a moment before returning it to its rightful place on my hip.

She was right, but there was a part of me that didn’t care. A part of me that still just wanted to use the weapon I was used to.

Lara stepped out of my way, and the two of us descended into Zenobia’s.

The old woman greeted us with a friendly smile, though I expected it to be followed by a snarky comment.

“That was one impressive job,” she said, but no sass followed. “The two of you got quite the payday, and Hunter Spears, you have now ascended to rank two, just as you hoped.”

I let out a long breath in relief. I had expected to hit the rank but hadn’t been sure and was pleased to know that I had.

“And, as a thank you for the two of you actually doing your jobs, I already let the Office of the Decipherist know you’d be coming,” Zenobia informed us, and I felt a broad smile cross my face.

“You look like you’re about to kiss me,” Zenobia said when she saw my reaction.

“Admittedly, I’m excited to have achieved rank two,” I said. “I knew that I was a good scrapper but wasn’t sure how well I would do with this. Even though it’s only a small validation, it’s good to know that I’m trending in the right direction.”

Zenobia raised an eyebrow at me. “If you spend your time actually pursuing your career as a bounty hunter, I believe you would excel right quick. You’ve got the smarts and the toughness, and one of the best trained bounty hunters standing right beside you. All the pieces are in place except that you two keep running around doing whatever illegal activities you’re getting into.”

“That reminds me,” I said. “Is there any way to get me off of the Consortium’s radar?”

Zenobia pulled her glasses from her face and rubbed one of her eyes with the heel of the palm of her hand. “See, it’s all of this messing about that keeps you from moving up in your ranks. So what if the Consortium has a warrant out for you? Do you see the prefects track anyone down? No. So maybe you just focus on the jobs in front of you rather than all of the other nonsense.”

I didn’t agree with her characterization of it being “nonsense,” but I knew better than to argue with her. The woman had a job, and she did it well. She wanted us to do the same: to be bounty hunters and be good at it. She didn’t know what else we were working on and didn’t want to know.

In a way, it was something I understood. That one track mind had been exactly the way I had viewed the universe until Ned came along, thinking that I was going to be a scrapper and nothing more until the day I died.

“Right,” I said. “I’m excited to be rank two and for the opportunity to continue my work as a bounty hunter.”

Zenobia smiled at that. “You might be just trying to say the right thing, but it’s working.”

“Happy to hear,” I said.

“You’re always coming in here, buttering me up,” Zenobia observed.

Lara snorted. “Hank can talk,” she said dismissively.

“But talking isn’t why you’re here,” Zenobia noted. “Is there anything else the two of you need from me before you make your way to the Decipherist?”

“Yes,” Lara said to my surprise. “I think we need a copy of the Conclave Code.”

“Well, it’s about time,” Zenobia stated. “I’ve been waiting.”

“I know, I should’ve thought of it sooner,” Lara admitted, admonishing herself at the comment. “I didn’t even consider it, but while I’ve been filling Hank in on everything as we’re going along, I realized he needed to be learning these things on his own as well.”

“He does,” Zenobia affirmed. “And I have a copy right here.”

Her hand disappeared under her desk, and she pulled out a small, leather-bound book. When she produced it, Lara’s reaction was immediate.

“Oh,” she said, rocking back and then forward almost imperceptibly. “You don’t have another copy?”

“Of course I do,” Zenobia answered. “But I thought this one was the most fitting.”

“Why?” Lara asked, the emotions rising within her despite her attempts to quell them.

Zenobia set the book down and slid it across her desk toward me. “Because it was his and then it was yours.”

“I just…” Lara said but seemed to realize it was a losing fight. “Thank you, Falconer Zenobia.”

“You don’t have to use my full title just because I made you mad,” Zenobia said. The woman’s powers of observation did not seem to have been dulled by age.

“Sorry,” Lara said, and I couldn’t help but notice that she seemed to have a complicated relationship with the woman. Lara obviously respected her as well as her relationship to Syn but also reacted to their conversations contentiously. I knew I wouldn’t be able to ask anytime soon, but Lara did seem to be letting me in a little bit more every day.

“And you,” Zenobia said, ignoring the apology and turning to me. “Give me your badge.”

I handed her the little emblem that I carried around as proof of my place in the Conclave. She took it and handed me another one that bore a second marker, indicating my rank.

“I know the two of you are always in a rush to wherever you are going next and figured you might want this without the trouble of going to the Hephaestus,” Zenobia said.

“How thoughtful,” I said with a smile. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Hunter Spears,” she answered. “Now, if there is nothing else, best not to keep the Decipherist waiting.”

“We won’t,” Lara said, her tone having lightened some. “And, as always, thanks.”

“You can thank me by coming back for another job when you’re done,” she announced and then waved a hand to indicate that we should leave her alone.

As we turned and left, I glanced down at the new badge indicating my new rank. Even though Zenobia was right and we were spending a lot of time pursuing Ned’s leads, I was proud that I was moving up in the ranks and wanted to return for more work. The last job had been a strange one, but it also showed me what we could accomplish when working as a team, and that I might be as good a hunter as I had been a scrapper.

I couldn’t help but smile at the thought as we turned up the street and made our way toward the Decipherist to uncover the secret of the super weapon. Hopefully.
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I had an excited pep in my step as we made our way along the wide cobbled streets in the direction of the Office of the Decipherist. The star that illuminated the surface of the planet had dipped below the horizon, and the braziers and streetlights were now lit, casting the city in the flickering orange glow that left the dancing shadows of bounty hunters on the walls.

It wasn’t long before we reached another of the tall ancient-style buildings. This one had a bronze statue of a naked man deep in contemplation set on a pedestal. Something about the piece was intriguing, and I couldn’t help but stare at it as we walked by, approaching a stone wall topped by laser spikes- short beams capable of cutting through just about anything.

At its center was a small doorway where a tough-looking Conecian stood sentry. His purple skin glowed in the dim light, and his large eyes turned to us as we approached.

“Rank two only,” he announced as though we didn’t know.

The two of us held up our badges showing him our current ranks, and he nodded. “Be quiet, be respectful, and we won’t have a problem.”

“We won’t have a problem,” I assured him.

The comment seemed to bother him. “So long as you stay quiet and respectful.”

I was about to open my mouth to follow it up with more, but Lara elbowed me on the side. When he was sure I wasn’t going to say anything else, the guard unlocked the door and allowed us entry into the little garden beyond.

Grass grew in long stretches around the imposing structure before us. Bushes, fountains, and benches dotted the landscape, and it seemed like the perfect place for long contemplative moments.

“You know, sometimes, you could just keep your mouth shut,” Lara said.

“I’m not sure I can,” I joked, shooting her a half smile.

She scoffed and stepped over a line of ants carrying small pieces of grass from one side of the path to the other. A fountain burbled just off the path to our right, and the sounds of the city just beyond the wall seemed to fade as we stepped up to the staircase leading into the building.

As we ascended, she turned to look at me with a serious expression. “Let me do the talking.”

I was tempted to give her a hard time about the request but decided that under the circumstances, it was probably a good idea to let her lead the way. At the top of the stairs, two Kyrog stood guard before a massive wooden door three times as tall as a person.

“What do they have in there, King Kong?” Ned said in my ear and just as he did, one of the two guards pointed at the earpiece. My heart began to race as I worried that they might have heard and were about to question what was going on.

“Can’t wear that inside, no filming,” the guard said, and I exhaled with relief.

“No problem,” I said as Ned muttered obscenities, then I pulled the earpiece camera out of my ear and stuck it in my pocket.

The guard nodded and then they both reached up, grabbed big metal hooks, and pulled the giant doors open, revealing the building within.

We stepped through the threshold, and the doors immediately closed behind us. Inside was a circular room lined with inset bookshelves along all the walls, desks here and there with notepads and books stacked in little piles in front of people hard at work, and in the center was a white circular mat cordoned off with a low, wood banister.

In the ring in the middle of the room, a man and a woman wearing nothing but loincloths, their skin covered in tattoos of words and a few pictures, were moving around one another with daggers in their hands. Another, older man, similarly adorned with loincloth and tattoos, was watching them, barking instructions.

They moved, crouched like animals waiting to pounce. Their blades appeared to have been fashioned from bone and were blunted at the tips.

One lunged, striking out in a sweeping slash. The other jumped back, deflecting the blow before thrusting forward with their shoulder, crunching against the attacker's jaw.

Turning to Lara, I had several questions, but her stoic, unblinking expression silenced me.

“Hunters Spears and Vex, I presume?” a voice asked, and I turned back to see that one of the people who had been sitting, buried in a book, was now standing before us.

His husky, hairy body was adorned in the streaks of text that everyone in here bore, even covering his face up and onto his eyelids. A long scraggly beard hung from his face like moss from a cliff, and the stuff on his head was a circular bush of hair that ringed a bald spot. He didn’t appear to be much older than Lara and me, but his eyes were wrinkled and wizened.

“That is us,” Lara answered.

“Your Falconer said you would be coming,” he told us.

“Yes, Zenobia,” Lara affirmed.

“Correct, her,” he said in such a way that made it sound like he was only just now remembering her name. “I see you were watching the students.”

“We were,” Lara told him, stealing a glance back at the two who were continuing to fight in the ring. “I hadn’t expected it.”

The scholar laughed, a deep, raspy sound. “We are bounty hunters after all. We study how to fight in addition to our other pursuits. A Decipherist knows more combat techniques than any.”

We both nodded, expecting him to say more on the subject. He did not. Rather, he extended a hand.

“Decipherist Rahul,” he said. “I guess you want a private room?”

“We do,” I answered quickly, forgetting for a moment that Lara wanted to do all the talking.

“This way,” he gestured toward a door set in amongst the bookshelves.

We followed him to the door, which he opened and then closed behind us, securing the three of us in a small square room with more doors on all four sides. He pointed to one with an animal resembling a weasel etched in a circle on its face.

I opened the door and stepped into a room with a peculiar smell. Wood shavings coated the floor, and there was a stone slab in the center with a computer sitting on top. And all around the space were small, long animals covered in a light fur. Their slender bodies had six clawed feet as well as another claw at the end of their long tail. I didn’t recognize the animal and had no idea why we were in a room filled with fifty little critters.

Rahul must have seen the expression on my face because, as he stepped by me, he spoke. “Do you believe scholarship is confined to sitting about, reading all day?”

It was a rhetorical question, so I didn’t answer him.

“Much like with the combat in the other room,” he began. “Learning different disciplines requires more than absorbing the written word. Life is an experience, and knowledge must be gained through action and occurrence.

“True understanding can only come from breathing in the scents, taking in the feeling of sounds and letting tastes curl your tongue. Decipherists seek unparalleled understanding of the universe, and we have these rooms set aside so that we may encounter the world as we seek to unravel it. One of the greatest investigations was cracked in this very room by a man staring at one of the creatures you see before you. Sometimes it takes looking at the world in a different way to see things the right way,” he concluded before kneeling and scooping one of the small animals up off the shavings.

It squirmed in his hands, wiggling back and forth as he stroked the back of its head. After a moment it calmed, and the two stared at each other for a long moment. Lara shot me a look, and I had to stifle a laugh. The philosophy he was espousing was certainly interesting, but the entire place was like nothing I had ever known before and certainly very different from an orphanage on Bussel.

Rahul moved around behind the screen of the computer and set the little creature down on the stone slab, and it promptly jumped to the ground. The man’s eyes followed the animal until it disappeared into a gaggle of its friends.

The Decipherist looked up at us, a serene look on his face. “Now, what can I help you with?”

After everything we had been through and seen recently, this odd man in this odd place finally asked the question we most needed the answers to.

“We need help understanding these symbols,” Lara said and I fished the little piece of paper out of my pocket. As she and Alek had slept, I had traced the symbols off the screen, emulating them exactly.

Rahul squinted at them, and for a brief, horrible moment, I worried that he might have no knowledge of these, and we would be back to square one but a little grin appeared under the curly brown hair around his mouth.

“The coded language of the Disciples of Twain,” he said, and I couldn’t believe that it was another person who knew the name of Twain when we had only just discovered it. “Known to most as the Cult, or so the Consortium would have called them.”

In the same way that they had stripped Twain of his name, so had they obviously done so with the cultists.

“Can you read it?” Lara asked excitedly, her eyes wide and enthusiastic.

“I can but I fear it may be less interesting than you are hoping for,” he said, and my heart sank.

“What is it?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“If you are hoping for some insight into the Disciples, these symbols are not of their teachings,” he explained. “They are coordinates.”

He believed that we were hoping to learn more about the cult, but coordinates were an even better option for us. For all we knew, these might lead us directly to Codename: Extinction. I began tapping my pointer and middle finger against my thumb, wondering what these coordinates could be.

“Can you translate them?” Lara pressed. “Can you tell us where these coordinates point?”

He set the paper down and turned on the computer, then began typing away contentedly. “Have either of you read much about the Disciples?”

“We are beginning to learn more about them,” Lara said evasively. “But we haven’t read any of their teachings. Do you have access to them here? May we read them?”

He smiled, displaying his uneven teeth. “We do have access to many texts from the Old War but only those ranked four and higher may access the archives.”

The way the bounty hunters restricted access to this and that based on rank was growing increasingly infuriating but at least we had access to the man and he could point us in the direction of whatever it was that Ned had been able to pull from Twain’s consciousness.

“We understand,” Lara said, sounding irritated by his answer.

He looked over at her, seeming to notice her expression. “Be better at bounty hunting, and you will receive all the benefits associated therewith.”

He didn’t mean it as an insult but as a statement of fact. Lara, meanwhile, flushed red and looked as though she wanted to punch the man square in the nose. She didn’t, of course.

“That’s something we will have to consider,” I said, pulling the man’s attention to me. “Now, can you tell us where these coordinates are?”

He looked back down at the monitor, then reached into the front of his loincloth and pulled out a pen.

Lara had told me that she would do the talking, but I couldn’t help myself when I saw what he did. “That seems really risky,” I observed.

And, despite herself, Lara barked a laugh.

“I’m sorry,” she said after a moment, covering her mouth.

“It’s perfectly fine,” he said to her and then looked back at me. “You’re not the first to make this observation, but I have it stashed just so.”

The way he looked at me then let me know that he was in on the joke. It wasn’t quite a smile, but it was as if his eyes were laughing.

Leaning down, he wrote the coordinates so that we could understand them. “It appears to be a planet called Ostia III in Sector Eighty. There is little said of it in the records. Our files say that the colonists declared it habitable, but it was so far from Earth that no settlers ever established a colony on the planet. That being said, our own files in instances such as these are based on Consortium records, so it is possible that the information is incorrect.”

“You’re suggesting that if the Consortium files were altered either from within or without, before the data was relayed to you, this would be the only information you had,” I said.

“Precisely,” he said and held the piece of paper forward with the coordinates and the name of the planet written in a beautiful swirling hand. “The information one has and the truth are often as different as night from day.”

“Have you seen many instances of Old War records having been altered?” Lara asked.

“There are few things more altered than those records,” he explained. “At the time of the war, information was as vital a resource as starship fuel or micro missiles. Both at the time and after, it behooved many people to change much of the information the public had access to. Even internal documents were hacked and altered.

“Decipherist Ambrose has dedicated her life to the study of the Old War and still doesn’t believe that she has a true understanding of what took place during that period. Even the footage that has been captured and saved has signs of alteration, and it seems impossible to know where what happened ends and what somebody wants us to believe happened begins.”

“I think that I would like to speak with her one day,” I said, knowing that Ned would be an invaluable resource to her (though we would never tell her about him) and that her understanding of the past might help us to know where to look in the future.

“It could be arranged,” Rahul said in such a way as to let me know that he had already been thinking it. “She is out on assignment in pursuit of understanding as we speak, but I will let her know that Hunters Spears and Vex are interested in an audience. Are you students of the Old War as well?”

“I was a scrapper before becoming a bounty hunter,” I explained.

“Ah,” the Decipherist said. “So you were a student of the past even in your own past.”

“Something like that,” I said and could feel Lara’s eyes boring a hole in me, so I clamped my mouth shut.

“The Old War is a subject of fascination for many, is it not?” she asked, obviously trying to make it seem like it was no big deal that we were looking into it.

“There are few subjects which fascinate both Decipherist and civilian alike more than the Old War,” Rahul said and bent again, picking up another one of the little animals. This one wriggled around and bit the tip of his finger, breaking the skin. Rahul didn’t react violently or with anger, he simply put the little creature down, apologized to it, and stared at the drop of blood growing on his fingertip.

The small bubble increased in size until it rolled down into a crevasse between his digits.

“Instinct,” he mused. “That one most organic trait shared by all living things. A will to live or to hunt, to watch and defend. Nature incarnate. That which is ingrained made manifest.”

“Fascinating,” Lara said, and I looked at her to see if she was serious. The way she was staring at the blood made it clear that she was.

This woman who I had known since she was a girl was still an enigma to me in so many ways.

“Sorry,” Rahul offered before popping his finger in his mouth.

“You should probably disinfect that,” I noted, but he didn’t take any note of my comment.

“Was there anything else you needed from me?”

“Do you have a printout of the translation between the language of the cultists and our own?” I asked, knowing that would be helpful on our travels and especially since Edwin had unearthed more of the coded writing.

“I may not provide that to someone of your rank,” he said, again as a statement of fact, but it still stung. I was still proud of having reached level two, but his repeated reminders that we still had far to go were unwelcomed.

It didn’t matter, we had the coordinates and could continue our investigation. Twain had revealed himself to us, even though it seemed like everybody but us had already known about him, and now we could finally move closer to finding Extinction.
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When we returned to the Buzzard, we discovered that Alek had done more than a little shopping. Where we had collectively picked up a few supplies at our previous stop and installed the chair for him to join us in the cockpit, he had purchased two crates of goods that now sat tethered in the cargo hold in the stern of the ship.

“How much money did you spend?” I asked, genuinely curious when I saw Alek in the common room. He was pulling decorative pillows out from vac bags and placing them on the circular couch.

“What’s money for if not to spend on making your life just a little bit better?” he asked in a way that was reminiscent of Lutch. In his final years, when he would have a moment of clarity and talk about his life, he would justify his behavior with similar arguments. Of course, throw pillows were on the opposite end of the spectrum from self-destructive gambling, but there was something about hearing a Kyrog make that case that brought back the memory.

“He’s got a point,” Lara allowed. “And I’ll take anything that improves this piece of shit.”

“It’s not that bad,” I asserted, but knew it was a lie. Though I had always thought the Buzzard’s best days were behind it, feeling it begin to fill with life and watching as Alek continued to make small improvements, I wondered if maybe it could be restored to its former glory.

Or, more accurately, improved past what it had ever been. Because even when Lutch had a full crew, it was still just a scrapper’s ship on the road to disrepair.

“What did you find out?” Alek asked, following us into the cockpit after placing the last pillow in the center of the couch.

“That the information Ned was able to extract from Twain are coordinates,” I told him, summarizing everything in one short sentence.

“But we weren’t able to get the Decipherist to give us the code, unfortunately,” Lara groused. She sat down in the copilot’s chair and Alek in his giant seat just behind mine, the ship rocking under his weight. She flipped the switch, and the Buzzard rumbled to life beneath us.

“My mind is the Rosetta Stone,” Ned said.

“What?” the three of us asked at the same time.

“By running diagnostics on the information you were given and comparing it to the symbols I had previously, I should be able to crack the code myself,” Ned explained.

“You can do that kind of thing?” I inquired in astonishment.

“Hank, when will my vast and myriad abilities cease to surprise you?”

“Whenever mine stop surprising you,” I quipped back and he laughed, activating the thrusters and beginning to take us off the planet’s surface.

“Mind if I drive?” I asked, wanting to feel my hands on the controls of the ship.

I couldn’t quite identify why, but both Ned and Lara had been doing a lot of piloting recently, and I missed the feel of the ship reacting to my touch.

“By all means,” Ned said. “I can use more of my processing power on deciphering the code of the Disciples of Twain.”

“That weird for you?” I asked, the Conclave disappearing beneath us.

“Yes,” he admitted without hesitation. “What’s more strange than the fact that I have now named the enemy is the idea that the Consortium worked so hard to keep it from me. I understand the psychological reasons that they did, the fact that a faceless enemy with a generic name is an easier enemy to kill, but it still strikes me as strange.”

“It was a different time,” I observed in the sort of vague latitude one uses when there’s not much else to say.

“You can say that again,” Ned said.

Lara and I spoke at the same moment. “It was a different time.”

“You’re doing it again,” Alek groaned.

“Are we sure this is the same Kilara Vex that we met back at Port Tortue?” Ned demanded, but there was a lightness in the room.

On the heels of our enemy, things seemed to be trending in a good direction. Though that alone was cause for worry. Nothing ever went according to plan, and every time it seemed like something might work out easily, it didn’t.

But maybe this time would be different.

Even thinking that made me more nervous as I waited for the Tidal Drive to warm up.

“May I put in a request for an upgrade to the TD?” Lara asked. “With the money from Tadashi, not having to wait so long for the Drive to warm up every time would be a wise investment. The delay has almost gotten us killed many times.”

“Another way to increase our odds of survival would be to upgrade our weapons, armor, and shields,” Ned stated. “Perhaps some beam weapons to disable our enemies’ protection, new micro missile launchers, and a shield generator that isn’t held together by electric tape would be a good start.”

“And that’s to say nothing of the interior of the ship,” Alek put in. “I feel like I’m going to fall through the floor panels every time I walk up and down the halls. The walls are rusted out, and I know we have rodent stowaways. There are a lot of replacements that need to be made so that we can all feel safe aboard this vessel.”

I activated the Tidal Drive and then leaned back in my chair and let my head bang against the back. “So, just to clarify, we need to improve the interior, the exterior, the weapon systems, and engine systems… Is that all?”

“She could use a paint job too,” Alek said, and at that all of us had to laugh.

We continued to talk and laugh as we hurtled through space toward our destination. Alek made sandwiches and Ned continued to analyze the symbols and translation, complaining that he wished his programming included the kind of lateral thinking that would allow him to crack the code easily.

And, after what felt like no time at all, we had arrived at Ostia III.

As we washed out into space, part of me expected to be greeted by a fleet of cultist ships but, as the planet itself neared, nothing happened.

“Displaying planetary readings on the display,” Ned informed us. “Scanning the planet now.”

None of us spoke as I accelerated toward the large green sphere. It was unremarkable looking, and I couldn't wait to find out what secrets it held. I knew better than to get my hopes up, but I wanted this to lead somewhere. Finding Home had proven that we were onto something, that all of this effort was not in vain but now we needed more.

“There are faint signs of buildings here,” Ned said, displaying a trajectory on the screen. “I will land us there if you three would like to ready yourselves.”

Looking at ourselves, we all assessed that we were ready to go and stayed put as Ned took over control of the ship and guided us downward. As he did, an unremarkable, largely barren surface of dark brown dirt covered with equally dark brown rocks came into view.

“I understand why those early colonists didn’t want to set up camp here,” I said as we dropped low, skimming along toward the buildings Ned had picked up.

“It makes you wonder why settlers saw Bussel and decided it was a great place to live,” Lara griped. “This place doesn’t look all that different.”

She had a point. “Hard to say what was going through the minds of starfarers from hundreds of years ago.”

Before Lara could answer, a dot appeared on the horizon and grew from a speck into a complex of buildings as we neared. Squinting into the distance, I made out the vague shape of hangars and smokestacks, of office and assembly buildings, and of a distribution center.

Lutch had taught me to identify ruins, and even from this distance, I could do it with the best of them.

“Starfighter factory,” I told them, and as we got closer and I saw the desiccated remains of several half-completed ships on the outskirts of the massive factory grounds, I knew what kind of plant this was.

The ships were not the uniform fighters that the Consortium sent off the assembly line, but these appeared to be altered and adjusted and customized before leaving the site.

“This is the cult, right?” I checked. Ned brought us low and began to slow amidst the old buildings.

“Correct,” Ned said. “Each and every cultist had different augmentations and advancements and required their fighters to match their unique skills and abilities. Whereas we were uniform in all things, they were different.

“It made them harder to fight because when you believed you had figured out the weakness of one enemy, another would pop up requiring a new tactic to defeat them. Though there were far fewer of them, they were nearly insurmountable enemies. This fact makes Twain’s case about human potential when fused with the machine that much stronger.”

That was a surprising admission but one that Lara seemed to ignore or not notice. “The existence of this factory on a planet whose records give no indication of it does seem to support Raul’s assertion that the records must’ve been altered.”

“That begs the question. Who altered them?” Alek asked ominously.

“There was evidence of sleeper agents in that,” Ned began but didn’t finish his thought for so long that I was worried something was wrong.

“Everything okay, Ned?” I asked as the Buzzard landed in the center of the factory grounds.

“Yeah, it’s just, something’s nagging at the back of my mind,” he said. “It’s an odd sensation since I don’t have a back of my mind the way you do. I have things that I remember and things that I don’t. My mind tends to be absolutes. But now, I feel like I’m almost remembering something as if from a dream.”

“You don’t dream,” I stated.

“Precisely,” he said. “I’ll have to run some internal diagnostics once we're out of here.”

The entire conversation was unnerving, but it was worth focusing on now. “You still feel good to keep going?” I confirmed.

“Yes, sir,” he answered without hesitation.

We all unclipped ourselves from our seats and stood before making our way toward the back of the ship while double-checking our weapons and gear. Ned continued to speak. “As I was saying, if there were people inside the Consortium who were working for the Enemy AI, they could have been altering our information even as we were gathering it.”

“There’s also the possibility that Twain himself was hacking your systems,” I suggested.

“Or that somebody wanted this place covered up after the War,” Lara added.

I pulled out my stomper and checked to be sure that I had a full magazine before catching the look Lara was giving me and doing the same with the battery on my energy weapon.

“What are you looking for?” Alek asked once we were nearing the ramp.

“Shipping manifest,” I answered without delay. “The value of a scrap site like this is that it leads you to other scrap sites. If we can find the computer that has this information, it will lead us to all of the other planets the cult used. These coordinates' true value is that they might unlock their entire operation.”

“Oh, wow,” Lara said excitedly before pulling on her mask, her tone changing. “Keep your eyes open. This place may look abandoned, but we don’t actually know, and we don’t want to make any mistakes.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not trying to get shot again,” I said with a smirk.

“Don’t get me shot either,” Lara barked.

Putting my earpiece in, I disembarked the ship, and the three of us moved in the direction of a large building in the center of the complex. As always with scrap sites like this, the place felt more devoid of life because it had once been so full of it.

There were barracks and little shops for the workers, messaging centers where people could communicate with their loved ones back home and everything else needed to make this place feel like a home to the people tasked with churning out starships for the Disciples of Twain.

Now, the place was hardly more than a historic site frozen in time, slowly melting away. But it also was a place that was still on Twain’s mind all these years later. Did he want to get it back up and running? Did he believe it was still operational? Or, as I hoped, was it connected to Extinction in some way that might lead us to whatever his superweapon actually was.

The wind picked up, and a tumbleweed bounced across the road. The vegetation was so slow-growing here to the point of being nearly nonexistent. Little patches of green peeked from cracks and crevices, stretching toward the light of a distant star.

In the distance, we heard a bang like something had collapsed in one of the buildings, and Lara reached for her blade. When she unsheathed it, the faint blue stood out against the ruddy brown world.

Instinctively, I reached for my stomper before correcting myself and grabbing the more powerful and precise weapon hanging from my other hip.

“This place is creepy,” Alek observed, but Lara immediately shushed him and pointed down the wide street toward the largest building in the complex. Twice as tall as the building beside it and topped with glass windows that looked out over the entire place, it was safe to assume that was the headquarters of the operation and our destination.

We continued wordlessly up the street in that direction, but I felt like I heard something and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I stopped and turned back the way we had come.

Seeing this, Lara and Alek stopped too, both following my lead and listening to the street.

“What?” Lara demanded quietly.

“I don’t know, I feel like I heard something,” I said, knowing that wasn’t a great answer. “Ned, run a scan again.”

“Affirmative,” Ned said as the three of us stayed perfectly still, listening to the silence around us. Scrap sites had always been my bread-and-butter and I had grown so accustomed to them that they never felt eerie or creepy or anything like that, but there was something about this place that felt different.

“No ships approaching,” he said after a moment.

“Try life signs,” I ordered and after a moment, he answered in a hurried tone.

“Contact, making his way right toward you,” he said, and we all raised our weapons, moving ourselves together so that we could keep our eyes up in every direction.

“It’s almost on you,” Ned said, and I stared at the street, waiting for whatever was coming. I wondered if it was some creature that had burrowed underground after consuming everything in the factory or if it was some cultist waiting to ambush the people that it blamed for the defeat of the cult.

No matter what it was, I assumed it wasn’t friendly.

In one way, my suspicions were validated when, out from around the side of the building, the Inquisitorial Acolyte appeared with her glowing spear.
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Lara and I pointed our weapons directly at her, and Alek crouched, preparing to charge, but she threw her spear on the ground and raised her hands.

“Stop, please,” she said, her lilting voice desperate. “I don’t want to fight you, please.”

“It’s a trick,” Lara said. “We should blast her off the face of this planet and get the information as quickly as we can.”

“Absolutely right,” Ned confirmed.

I shook my head no. There was something about the desperation in the young woman’s face that told me she wasn’t a threat.

“We should talk to her,” I said. “Hear what she has to say.”

“She’s just going to try to keep you engaged long enough for John Gregory to come here and kill the three of us,” Lara said.

“Or to arrange some kind of orbital bombardment and wipe us and this entire place out of the universe,” Ned said.

“Remember what happened with Satyn,” Lara reminded me. “You were taken in, and you got shot.”

Everything that they were saying was right, and maybe I was being a fool, but I stepped forward and lowered my weapon slightly, pointing the tip of the energy pistol to the ground.

“What?” I demanded.

The pale young woman with bright red hair took a step forward. “I need your help,” she said, her words echoing up the empty street.

“Our help?” Lara scoffed. “You have been trying to kill us!”

“I haven’t been,” she said, her voice pleading as she took another step forward and away from her weapon. Though she undoubtedly had more within her black robes. “I let you go on Port Tortue and again on Bussel because I believed you might be able to help me.”

Her voice was desperate but sincere. “You’re the only people who have gone up against Gregory and survived. I’ve been following you so that I can have this conversation, not so that I can kill you.”

“That all tracks,” I said. “She did give up too easily and if she’s been able to track us this far she could have easily told Gregory where we were.”

“Yes,” she said excitedly. “I’ve been tracking you, but I haven’t told him where you are. He’s been busy but assigned me to find you. I’ve been throwing them off the scent so that I could beg you for help.”

“What do you want from us?” Lara insisted, taking a few steps forward so that she was right beside me, her blade pointed directly at the acolyte who John Gregory had called Imogen.

“I want you to get me away from the Inquisition,” she said, voice quavering. Her gloved hands were shaking, and her eyes were wet. “I never wanted this. I don’t want it, I hate it! But I can’t get away from him without help.”

“Why should we believe you?” Alek asked, speaking for the first time.

She looked up at him. “I don’t know how to make you believe me, but I just need to trust that you can hear my truth. See it and know it from what you’ve experienced.”

“I do believe you,” I announced, and it was true. I had felt like she had let us get away too easily ever since we met at the Port and sensed her following us.

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” she said, moving closer to me, a hopeful smile crossing her face. But Lara put herself between me and her, keeping the blade held high.

“Don’t thank us yet,” she hissed. “Hank, this is a trap. Everything that she described was the bait, and this moment is when you bite down and feel the hook in your mouth. I’ve been on the other end of it, and it worked. You got shot because it worked. Do not fall for it again.”

“No, please, everything I’m saying is true,” Imogen begged. “I can help you. I know the way he thinks. I know the way the Inquisition works. If you get me away from him, I can help you get further away.”

“I like the sound of that,” Ned said.

“You, too?” Lara snapped in disgust, speaking to Ned and pressing a hand to her ear to give the outward appearance of using the comm to speak to another teammate hiding nearby. “I thought better of you.”

“Ask her how she’s been tracking us,” Ned said to me, ignoring Lara.

I holstered my weapon and put one hand on Lara’s shoulder, before stepping around beside her.

“How have you been following us?”

“The Inquisition has trackers that don’t show up on ship scanners,” she explained. “We have a lot of technology that you don’t know about, but I can teach you about. Just, please, get me out of here.”

“There is potential upside here,” Ned said. “No harm just throwing her in the brig and seeing if what she’s saying is true.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Lara said. “She’s an Inquisitor.”

“By force,” the acolyte said, her eyebrows shaking as she looked at Lara. “I didn’t want this life, but my parents made me. Get me away from him, and I’ll explain everything. I promise.”

“This is all a waste of time,” Lara said. “We should just deal with her and keep going before John Gregory arrives.”

“Why do you mistrust her so vehemently?” Alek asked. “You were willing to take me on and even allowed Edwin.”

“Because you saved his life,” she said, pointing her head in my direction. “And Edwin saved…” but she didn’t finish speaking, obviously not wanting to say Ned’s name in front of the acolyte. “You both proved yourselves, but this girl is an agent of the Inquisition. I can’t believe that I’m even having to say this.”

“I know what you must think,” Imogen said. “And I totally understand why you wouldn’t trust me, but I need your help. I think you three might be the only people in the universe who can do it. Or, four, I suppose. I know you are working with an AI.”

Even while I was debating granting her request, I knew better than to acknowledge Ned’s existence to her.

“If we were to take you on, would you promise that you would tell us everything that you know about the Inquisition, their methods, and their techniques?” I asked.

“Excellent,” Ned said in my ear.

“You can’t be serious,” Lara snarled. “She’ll come on board and murder us in our sleep.”

“I’m not a killer,” the young woman said. “But I’ve… I’ve seen so much death, been a part of so much…” Her eyes began to truly well. “I’ve had to watch as that man tortured and killed people. He’s willing to do anything, has done so many things in pursuit of his beliefs. But those beliefs are insane.”

She looked as though she was going to vomit at the memory of everything he had done and, undoubtedly, she had done at his behest.

“If this is a trick, she’s the best actress in the universe,” I asserted.

Alek nodded. “I agree. I’ve known a lot of shysters in my day, but I don’t believe this pathetic creature is one of them.”

“Th-thank you,” Imogen said, though it sounded like a question. “I know you don’t trust me, and you don’t have to trust me but please, please help me. Don’t send me back to that man, to that life.”

“Whatever you did to have your parents give you to the Inquisition is not our problem,” Lara snarled. “And you not wanting to go along with what John Gregory did doesn’t absolve you of any actions. You make your own choices, and you have to live with them.”

I turned to look at Lara, but all I saw was the mask of Kilara Vex.

“We could use her help,” I said to my old friend, but she didn’t look at me.

“We shouldn’t take this evil aboard our ship,” she asserted again.

Imogen sniffled and blinked, tears streaking her face. “I have done evil. I have been evil. But I don’t want to be. I want a chance to do better, to do good. If you abandon me now, I will have to go back to a life I hate, or you can give me a chance to repent by putting some good in this universe. Please.”

None of us spoke for a long moment, every single one of us contemplating what to do.

Finally, Lara relented. “Fine,” she said. “If you want to jeopardize everything because some girl begged you for help, you can, but when it blows up in your face, I’ll be the first one to say ‘I told you so.’ Assuming I’m even alive to do it.”

She lowered her weapon, then Imogen dropped to her knees and hugged her own arms in relief and gratitude. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said again and again and again.

“Alek, why don’t you wait here with her while the two of us finish what we came here to do,” I suggested, and the Kyrog gave a quick nod.

“She does anything fishy, I’ll smush her,” he said, looking at Lara.

“I won’t, I swear,” the acolyte said from her place on the ground, but just as Lara and I turned, the sound of thrusters cutting through the sky filled the air around us. We all watched as an Inquisition Phoenix class ship dropped to the surface.

“I fucking told you!” Lara shouted, turning to rush at Imogen.

“No!” the acolyte shouted. “He must’ve followed me here, but I didn’t lead him here.”

Alek caught Lara and stopped her before she could behead Imogen.

“You have to believe me!” she shrieked. “I’ll delay him, try to stop him from getting to you while you do whatever you are here to do. But please take me with you when you are done!”

I looked at Lara as she thrashed against Alek, at my Kyrog companion and then to the pitiful young woman getting up from the ground. She turned and grabbed her spear as she rushed away from us.

Beyond her, in the distance, John Gregory’s ship touched down.
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We ran toward the office building having no idea what to expect next.

I still believed Imogen, but John Gregory’s appearance also changed everything. Sneaking her aboard our ship and providing her safe haven as we figured out what to do with her and trying to extract information was one thing, but letting her aboard the Buzzard in front of John Gregory was quite another.

Of course, all of this would be predicated on our survival, which was not guaranteed now that the Inquisitor had arrived. Lara and I had gone up against him in the past, and he had made short work of us. Of course, Alek could change the nature of the fight, but given my druthers I would prefer not to be run over trying to fight him.

As this thought crossed my mind, I couldn’t help but laugh at the fact that I had quite recently decided to stop running. I supposed I would have to take it on a case-by-case basis from now on.

Clearing the line of shorter buildings, we made our way across a central square where the front of the factory building sat in the shadow of the headquarters. Checking behind us and still not seeing Gregory, we hurried up the stairs and into the corporate office.

Just inside was a large room with a waiting area. A coffee cart sat vacant off to one side, and a wall with a security checkpoint separated the front of the building from the back. I saw a computer sitting on the little reception desk that looked similar to the one on Gaus. Sliding around behind it, I started speaking.

“Ned, can you get into the system?” I asked while I tapped the power switch.

Nothing.

I pressed it again and still nothing. I had seen solar panels on the roofs as we landed and had hoped that the power would have been working. The fact that none of the lights in the factory were on could have given me an indication that my hope was unfounded, but I hadn’t considered that in my excitement.

And I hadn’t expected to be up against a clock like this.

I kept slamming the power button as though it would do anything.

“I saw a breaker box at the front of the building,” Alek said, turning back and crossing the room. He was right. Just off to the side of the door into the building was a black box with pipes leading up and down from it. He pulled the cover open, and it came off, the hinges no match for Alek’s massive hands.

I didn’t think that he would be able to restore the power to the building with the flip of a switch, but when he reached in, the lights flickered to life hundreds of years after being turned off. Quiet meditation music filled the space, and the cooling system began to blow, sending centuries of dust spraying into the air.

The computer screen turned on and Ned instantly began intruding into the system, the screen filling with code.

“This is going to take a minute,” he said hurriedly.

But we didn’t have a minute.

As soon as Ned began breaking into the computer system, John Gregory and Imogen appeared in the doorway. She looked more scared than she had been when we had spoken only moments before and the Inquisitor himself was as imposing as ever. The bright crimson armor fitted over black robes were the very image of threatening and the helmet made him look like the demon that Vitus’s mask could only have aspired to.

Alek wasted no time, lowering his head and rushing toward the Inquisitors. Imogen moved out of the way of the behemoth, but Gregory stood his ground and raised his weapon, that glowing sword, and waited.

As soon as Alek was about to make contact, the Inquisitor sidestepped the attack as though the Kyrog had been running in slow motion and brought his blade down on the back of Alek’s good leg, sending him crashing into the floor.

At the same moment, Lara charged at Imogen, the rage she had been feeling during the discussion now exploding out of her. Imogen raised the spear defensively, meeting the blue blade but not striking back.

John Gregory turned to lumber toward Alek who was trying to get back to his feet, but I pulled the energy weapon back out and fired at the Inquisitor. I was unused to firing such a precise weapon and my first shot missed though it did the one thing I needed to: it got the man’s attention.

He turned to face me, raising the blade in front of his chest and charging. But Alek grabbed a handful of his robe and dragged him back. Gregory flailed for a moment before regaining himself and bringing the molten blade down on Alek who threw up a vambraced hand, deflecting the blow with his armor.

Lara, meanwhile, was on the attack, swinging her weapon at Imogen with ferocious speed. But the young woman who had been pleading for help had training of her own and was defending herself with ease. Where Lara was coming at her with anger, the other woman was defending herself calmly and with purpose.

I pointed my weapon back and forth but couldn’t take a shot at either for fear of wounding my friends, and I knew better than to rush into combat with my fists against two opponents with bladed weapons. At the moment, there was very little I could do except wait for an opportunity.

Lara’s blade split the air, purple sparks spraying out before sizzling against the ground when their weapons met.

Alek was up, but John Gregory was on the offensive, moving forward in perfect practiced posture, sending his sword slashing in a relentless flurry. Though the man was much smaller than his opponent, John Gregory seemed larger than he was, imposing and threatening as he had Alek on the defensive.

“Encrypted,” Ned spat. “I’m doing my best to get into the system, but it’s not going to be easy.”

“We don’t have much time,” I told him hurriedly, watching the two battles unfold from over the top of my weapon, waiting for an opportunity to strike.

“I’m a computer, Hank,” Ned answered. “I’m always going as quickly as I can.”

Amidst the onslaught, Alek was able to deflect one of the blows with such force that Gregory was thrown off kilter, his blade melting the linoleum flooring. Alek took the opportunity to press the offensive but as I watched, it all seemed scripted and just as Alek reared back, the Inquisitor swung his blade like a baseball bat into the center of the purple chest plate.

Flames erupted from the weapon as it struck the alien alloy, but the force and heat were enough to knock the wind from the Kyrog. He keeled over, and in that moment, the vile man in his red armor slammed the butt of his blade into the crest of Alek’s head. He was thrown back up with the force of the blow and then, like a boulder falling off a cliff, he careened backward and out the front door, before tumbling down the front stairs.

As this was happening, Lara sliced with her blade, and Imogen spun her spear, the twirling force of the weapon enough to knock the short sword from Lara’s grip. Imogen gave her an apologetic look but just as Lara was about to lunge, the acolyte spun the back of the spear, cracking it against my old friend's temple and sending her crumpling to the floor.

The two Inquisitors now turned on me.

“Ned, now,” I said but my words were in vain. He could only go as fast as he could go, and there was nothing I could do against the two of them at once. Alek and Lara had been defeated, and both of them were trained warriors. I was a scrapper when it came right down to it and, in that moment, understood that my defeat was at hand.

“You insist on continuing to make others suffer for your sins,” John Gregory intoned as he marched toward me, his acolyte just behind him.

She might have felt bad about it but it seemed that Imogen was, when all was said and done, still an Inquisitor.

With my friends laid out, I could finally fire on the Inquisitor. I squeezed the trigger several times in quick succession, sending beam after beam toward the man coming at me. But he swung his molten blade which seemed to consume the energy as though it didn’t exist, leaving nothing but bright glowing spots in the sword.

I fell back on the one thing I did in situations like this and simply continued the conversation.

“I can’t help it if people want to be my friend,” I said casually. “And even more people want to hang out now that I’m living a purposeful life.”

“Your life has been as devoid of purpose as your death will be,” the Inquisitor said, continuing toward me with his blade raised. He always seemed to enjoy this part: the moment when he knew he had me defeated and could just toy with me.

But unlike the last times when I believed I would be able to get out of it, I saw no escape for myself this time. That wouldn’t stop me from trying to delay the inevitable though.

“I have to say, I’m surprised your focus is on me and not on Twain.”

At those words, John Gregory came to a stop in front of me, his helmeted head cocking for a moment.

“How do you know that name?” he demanded.

I chuckled. “Kinda seems like everybody knows that name.”

“And you are one of his Disciples?” Gregory asked. “You should know that your master is long defeated.”

“You just managed to squeeze so much wrong into two sentences,” I said, and that seemed to be the final straw. He darted forward, and I pulled the trigger again. The beam disappeared somewhere into his robes before his sword bisected my weapon with ease, and I leapt back.

“I got the files,” Ned said excitedly. “You can get out of—” He must have turned his attention to the view from my earpiece for the first time. “Oh, shit.”

He said it in such a way that let me know he believed I was about to die. I could hear the defeat in the two short words.

Before I even had time to react, a boot crashed against my armor, sending the wind from my lungs and the pain shrieking through my healing blast wound. I was thrown to the ground, half an energy weapon slipping from my hand and then sliding across the floor.

The man stepped over me, his mask glowering down. I reached for my stomper but before my hand could find my holster, I felt a boot pressing it into the ground.

“It was an honor, Hank,” Ned said, and I believed him. If nothing else, I have fought the good fight and done as well as I could as just some scrapper from Bussel.

John Gregory, now believing that I was a Disciple of Twain, raised his blade with one hand in an arcing motion like that of an executioner’s axe.

But before he could bring my death down upon me, a bright red line went through the air as the tip of Imogen’s spear smashed against his helmet. The material shattered, and the man was thrown back, my hand suddenly freed.

“Get up!” I heard Imogen’s terrified voice say.

She had made a decision to save my life and ensure her death if I didn’t take her with me now.

Staggering to my feet, I felt the young woman pulling on my jacket. “We have to get out of here,” she pleaded.

“Ned, bring the ship around,” I wheezed.

“Already on it.”

And over the dull ringing in my ears, I could hear the Buzzard’s familiar thrusters nearing where we were.

Seeing Lara crumpled on the floor, I hurried over to her and knelt, expending all of the energy I had left to scoop her up into my arms. She groaned as I picked her up, and I watched Imogen grab my friend’s weapon off the ground before we hurried through the doors.

Alek grunted and looked up at us from where he sat, dazed, at the bottom of the stairs.

“We getting out of here?” he asked, but the words slurred from his mouth, and the gray skin between his two front eyes was a deep purple.

The Buzzard descended into the space between the buildings, the ramp lowered, and we all wasted no time clamoring aboard. I set Lara down in the cargo hold and turned back to see John Gregory stumble from the door, pieces of his destroyed helmet framing his face in jagged edges.

“Imogen!” he bellowed and if a sound could have taken down our ship, his voice would have done so. “You’ll pay for this!” he screamed but it was buried under the roar of the Buzzard lifting up and away as the ramp closed.

When we were safely aboard the ship and as the Buzzard entered the atmosphere, I had to confirm with Ned. “Tell me you got the manifest?”

“I got the manifest,” he answered, and I let out the breath I had been holding for I didn’t know how long.

We had done it. We now had access to all the places this factory was connected to and if Ned had found these coordinates in connection with Extinction, it meant we were one step closer to finding the superweapon. We had all nearly died, but somehow we had made it out with the information we were after.

“It’s coded, but I got it,” he corrected.

Imogen’s face grew into one of wonderment and the acolyte looked almost like a delighted child as Ned spoke.

“Whoa, it's really true,” she said. “You’re an AI.”

“I am Ned, Adaptive Military AI Rank Seven of the Consortium Fleet, formerly paired with Captain William West, hero of the Five Battles and pilot of the Starblaster.”

I checked Lara’s breathing as Ned spoke, hearing the shallow rasp.

“I’m Imogen,” she said, “pleasure to meet you.”

I stood and walked over to the young woman, who cowered as I approached.

“Thank you,” I said, and she looked at me in utter confusion for a moment. “Thank you for saving my life.”

She looked me right in the eyes. “Thank you for saving mine.”
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The moment Lara woke, the mood on the ship changed. Having not seen the young woman save my life or show us how to destroy the Inquisitorial tracker, she demanded that we search Imogen and throw her in the brig. The now former Inquisitorial acolyte didn’t put up any fight, seeming so relieved to be away from John Gregory that she didn’t care about much else.

Even after Lara had secured her in our makeshift cell wearing just one of my old undershirts, she was still rummaging through all of her belongings as though she was going to find some secret therein.

Alek and I came down to the cargo hold to find Lara still searching.

“I know you’re going to tell me that she saved your life, but I don’t want to hear it,” Lara snapped before I even said a word. “She hit me in the face with that fucking spear, and the Inquisition appeared right on cue.”

“Lara,” I said, stepping over and getting low to try to draw her eyes to me. “She attacked John Gregory, could’ve killed him.”

“It’s all theatrics to get you to take her on,” Lara assessed.

I shook my head and reached out to put a hand on her shoulder. “He was about to kill me. There is no elaborate ruse here. He was done with this investigation and done with me. But that woman in there saved my life.”

“And she said that she can decipher the cultist’s code,” Ned added.

“I’m sure she would intentionally misread it to lead us right into a trap,” Lara posited.

I wanted to grab her, shake her, and yell that I believed she was concussed and needed to calm down, but I knew my friend well enough to know that would only result in me having a black eye.

“Lara,” Alek said quietly, sounding as though he felt like he was interrupting. When she didn’t look up at him, he said her name again, and this time she turned her angry, tired eyes on the Kyrog.

“When I was shopping at the Conclave, I found something and decided to get it for you as a way of saying thank you for embracing me when you could have encouraged Hank to leave me on Bussel.” He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small purple foil package. “I know you play the Sectiaan, so I got you a booster. Found it at that antique dealer, and I can tell it’s first edition, so it should have some pretty rare and powerful cards before the initial round of nerfs.”

Lara looked at him in utter confusion as he stood there in the cargo hold, massive hand outstretched with a pack of Warhero cards.

“You got this for… me?” she asked.

“I did,” he said quietly.

She stepped forward and took the pack from him.

“That’s what I was going to get you,” I joked.

She looked at me, still a bit lost. “But he gave them to me better than you would have.”

“Got that right,” I admitted.

Alek smiled. “I got those for you because you took a risk on me, maybe⁠—”

She held up a hand. “I get the symbolism. You don’t need to keep explaining it.”

“I don’t know if we can trust her,” I said. “But she risked a lot to get away from John Gregory, and the least we can do is facilitate her escape.”

“Fine,” Lara said eventually.

“And I really am sorry that I had to hit you in the head.” Imogen’s tiny voice came from inside the converted bathroom.

“Not interested in what you have to say,” Lara snapped. The ship rumbled around us, and she looked down at the deck in her hands and moved to open the wrapper, before deciding against it and sliding the package into a pocket on her belt. “Thank you, Alek, truly.”

He did what looked almost like a bow.

“And I take your point,” she said. “It’s just that I vow to learn from my mistakes. My mentor tested me day and night, and it was drilled into me that to survive, I had to change my behavior after every failure.”

She looked me square in the eyes. “You got shot on my watch. I’m the bounty hunter, and we were taken in by a kind word and a smile, and you could have died. I have no intention of letting that happen to any of us. So, when an Inquisitor who has been hunting us across the universe asks for a ride, you have to understand why I am going to be dubious.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Me too,” both Ned and Alek added.

“But I think we have to take this chance. If it gets me shot, that’s on me, not you,” I said with a wry smile. “Though I would rather not.”

“I promise not to shoot you,” Imogen called from her cage.

“But she can also be a great asset to us,” I reasoned. “We know nothing of the Inquisition, but we are being hunted by the worst of them. If she can give us insight into how they work, that will be an immense help to us.”

“Also,” Ned added, “I have not been able to crack the code, and we now have a trove of information that she can decipher for us without us having to go back to the Conclave and possibly risk raising suspicions.

“Decipherist Rahul was happy to provide you that information once without asking any questions, but if we show up with a veritable tome needing translating, somebody is going to wonder why. And you have to know that if I’m saying we should keep an Inquisitor on board, she must really be valuable.”

Imogen squeaked from her box once more. “To be fair, I’m not an Inquisitor.”

“Keep it down in there, Gen,” Lara said irritably, saying the nickname with malice.

“I don’t really like being called that,” Imogen peeped, and Lara smiled wickedly.

But then my old friend let out a long breath, her hand finding the little pocket where she had put the deck Alek had given her. “I understand why we are doing this, and ultimately, I’ll be okay if all of you think this is the right decision to keep her around for a while. I’ll just never trust her.”

“It’s probably for the best if we have someone on board who doesn’t,” Alek affirmed.

“And even with everything you said, I still don’t believe what she brings to the table is worth the risk.”

Once more, Imogen seemed determined to aid her case by speaking. “If it helps, I also have political connections.”

Hearing those words, the ones we had needed to hear since Ned and I first met, a smile broke across my face.
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This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

Join the Facebook Group
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Don’t miss out on these exclusive perks:

	Instant access to free short stories from series like The Messenger, Starcaster, and more.

	Receive email updates for new releases and other news.

	Get notified when we run special deals on books and audiobooks.



So, what are you waiting for? Enter your email address at the link below to stay in the loop.

Click Here


CONNECT WITH MATTHEW A. GOODWIN


Check out his Website

Connect on Facebook

Follow on Amazon


ABOUT THE AUTHORS


J. N. Chaney is a USA Today Bestselling author and has a Master's of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. He fancies himself quite the Super Mario Bros. fan. When he isn’t writing or gaming, you can find him online at jnchaney.com.

He migrates often, but was last seen in Las Vegas, NV. Any sightings should be reported, as they are rare.
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Matthew A. Goodwin has been writing adventures about spaceships and dragons since he was a child. After creating his first fantasy world at twelve years old, he continued to write in his spare time. He spent his days as a zookeeper, but when his son was born, he decided to pursue his lifelong dream of becoming an author.

Having always loved sweeping space operas and gritty cyberpunk stories that explored man’s relationship to technology, he penned the international bestselling series, A Cyberpunk Saga. His passion also inspired him to create and cofound Cyberpunk Day ™. For more information and FREE content, visit thutoworld.com.
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