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

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

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


Hunter’s Rise:

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rebel Intelligence:

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

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

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

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

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

Back on the ship, Imogen sneaks out of her room in the middle of the night and, tired of bad people getting away with their behavior, stabs him through the heart before being caught by Lara.

Deadly Ghosts:

Hank finally has the opportunity to use the political connections that Imogen promised. Despite her decision to kill Shep, he still believes she can be trusted in this endeavor, and they travel to meet her “Uncle” Vince: Governor of Sector Three.

They chat with him about getting him to present evidence of Codename: Extinction to Parliament, but he needs solid proof. Before the meeting concludes, Vince is shot at by a mysterious assailant who disappears. That night at dinner, he is attacked again, and Hank manages to kill the assassin. Doing so not only indebts Vince to him, but it also helps him rank up as a bounty hunter.

With the money from the bounty and some… encouragement… from famed bounty hunter Mane Malak, Hank upgrades his armor and then consecrates his spear.

Once he has, they follow up on some Peacer intel at a refugee camp that they suspect is being used by the Cult to kidnap new followers. Hank sees some of his remaining family there before Imogen allows herself to be captured so they can hunt down whoever is behind this.

They follow Imogen’s signal to a nearby planet, and the Peacers attack the front as Hank goes in the back. They rescue the children and Imogen, but her aunt is killed in the conflict. Just as they are about to leave, Inquisitor John Gregory arrives, and Imogen is so overcome with anger and grief that she attacks him and is taken, along with Hank’s newly consecrated spear and the location of Codename: Extinction.
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“This has to work,” I muttered as we lay in wait, the Buzzard holding onto a piece of debris in space with its retractable scrapping arms.

“It’ll work,” Ned, my highly illegal AI companion, assured me one more time. “Jackson relayed that the ship left the High Cloister on a bearing that would bring them here. And we know that they heard the news we planted. Everything is going to plan.”

I knew he was right, but my stress was still through the roof, and even sitting in the cold cockpit of the Buzzard, sweat dripped from my brow line.

Since Imogen had been taken by Inquisitor John Gregory, we had been working on this scheme to get her back. Every passing day had felt like an eternity since I expected that she was going through a living hell. The man had tortured her when she was his Acolyte and working by his side, so I couldn’t even imagine what he was doing to her now that he deemed her an enemy. What he was putting her through to find out about us… and Ned.

I had watched a video of the man committing murder, and he had killed my uncle just for meeting with me. He was the purest of evils, and I knew that we needed to get Imogen back as quickly as possible.

Ambushing this Inquisition ship would be our ticket in. I wasn't entirely sure what we would do once we got inside the High Cloister, the base of operations for the Inquisition, but I knew that we had to try. Only Inquisition ships could get anywhere near the superstation. It was a risk to have Jackson hiding in a stealth ship in the system, but it was a risk we were willing to take.

Even Lara, who had never fully trusted Imogen, wanted the young woman back and had been willing to do whatever it took to rescue her. Especially after Imogen’s aunt Louise had laid down her life to save her niece. Lara was not one to let a sacrifice like that go unanswered. She might not be Imogen’s biggest fan, but the young woman had been a member of the team, and her aunt had been a rebel hero.

Ned, despite being the primary target of the Inquisition’s wrath, wanted desperately to help as well. Though I believed he had an ulterior motive in the fact that the former Inquisitorial Acolyte knew where the superweapon we had come to know as Codename: Extinction was.

“How long before they arrive,” I asked, my patience wearing thin.

Ned wasted no time in answering. “Five minutes and twenty-eight seconds.”

“Might as well be a year,” I said. “Time always takes so long when you are waiting.”

“What an odd concept,” Ned observed. “And something that my creators had obviously been unable to replicate in me. Time, as a construct, passes exactly as it passes regardless of me and my perceptions.”

I tapped my hand impatiently on the armrest of my chair. “You’re lucky,” I told him. “I can’t explain it, but I promise you that time goes a hell of a lot slower in moments like this.”

“But if you counted, it would take the same time now as if you counted when you were doing something enjoyable,” he noted.

I took a slow breath in through my nose, exhaling through my lips. “I literally just said that I can’t explain it.”

“And we don’t need to hear some whole essay about the colloquial use of ‘literally’ either,” Lara added from the seat beside mine.

“I can’t help myself,” Ned said. “And I mean that quite literally.”

Lara smiled slightly. “I see what you did there.”

“You can’t ‘see’ a conversation,” Ned said, and I felt like I could hear the shit-eating grin.

“It’s a turn of phrase, and you know it,” she complained. “Help me out here, Hank.”

I was listening to them but hardly paying attention. I was just watching the scanner display on the console at the front of the cockpit, waiting for it to light up and indicate that another ship was nearby.

“Hank,” Lara said, seeing my distraction and reaching out to lay a hand on mine. “We are going to get her back.”

“We are going to get some version of her back,” I corrected. “After what he does to her, who the hell knows what she will be like.”

“Maybe it won’t be like what you think,” Lara offered, but it was mostly to make me feel better, and I knew it. “They might have other things on their plates or some kind of oversight that prevents them from hurting her too bad.”

At that, I couldn’t help but turn and look at my old friend. I had known Lara longer than anyone. We had been raised at the orphanage on Bussel together and had been as close as any two kids could be. That was until I got caught when we snuck into a scrapper’s repair shop and I ended up being adopted by the man who owned it.

Since being reunited, Lara and I had grown close again. Our styles were different, and the way we approached things was often dissimilar, but that only made us closer. She forced me to think about things in a way I wouldn’t otherwise and challenged me to be better.

Of course, the same could be said for Ned, but that was different.

“I appreciate what you are doing, but we both know that she is being tortured as we speak,” I said, the words heavy.

“You can't know something definitively unless you're present for it,” Ned offered as a way of helping. “You can suspect what is being done to Imogen, but you can't say with any certainty.”

“I can say with certainty even though I'm not there,” I asserted, thinking back to something that Lutch, my adoptive father, used to say. “If you walk into a restaurant with a friend and have dinner for a while before walking back outside to find the ground wet and people holding umbrellas, you don't need to see the rain to know that it happened.”

Lara had nothing to say to that, but Ned answered quickly. “While it is true that the circumstantial evidence would suggest rain, you wouldn’t know it for certain.”

“You are assuming that seeing something counts as definitive proof?” Lara asked, and I felt my mind begin to drift again as I thought about Imogen.

I had promised her aunt that I would continue to look out for her, and it had only been a few minutes after Louise had been killed that I let Imogen be taken. My friends had repeatedly assured me that there was nothing I could have done for her, but that didn’t assuage my guilt.

“Ah, well,” Ned began in a tone that let us know he was about to wax philosophic. “You are beginning to question the very nature of reality and⁠—”

But before he could continue, the screen flashed, and a new blip appeared in the near distance. My eyes darted up and out the window in front of me. There was nothing yet.

“Standing by,” Alek informed us from his hummingbird class ship.

After our run-in with the Inquisition, we had a lot of injured people whose wounds needed tending to. Suniuo Relay Station, where we had made our headquarters, contained the rudimentary medbay of a non-combat facility, but it certainly wasn't enough to triage and treat all of the wounded Peacers.

So, Jackson had led a small strike force to get more supplies but also came upon this payload delivery ship and took it too. But because nothing can ever be easy, the light craft designed to precisely drop a single heavy weapon on a single target was designed for a Kyrog pilot. Since Alek was all we had, he was now hovering just beside us.

I watched the blip on my display get closer as it moved in the direction of the planet where we had reported an AI to the local Consortium prefect.

“They are approaching short-range scanner radius,” Ned said. “Alek, move.”

The former Kyrogi Clan Wars medic accelerated the tiny ship, rocketing toward the Inquisition vehicle without delay.

“The irony is not lost on me that if the Inquisitors had an AI aboard, its reflexes would be fast enough to disable the incoming hummingbird, whereas none of their humans will be quick enough,” Ned said with an undeniable air of superiority.

“Well, maybe when we are taking them hostage and stealing their ship, we can put that in the suggestion box,” Lara said with a little grin and looked to me for a laugh that didn't come.

I was staring out the window, watching as the tiny craft hurtled toward the black and red painted Inquisition ship.

I imagined the Inquisitors seeing the signal appear on their scanners and rushing to their weapons; then realizing that the attacker was coming too quickly. I wondered if they suspected who it was or if they simply thought it was going to be someone who wanted them dead. There was no shortage of that in the universe.

Whether you believed in the cause of the Inquisition or not, most people still feared the sight of them. Even squeaky-clean folks with nothing to fear shook with terror when an Inquisitor was near. And that was partially the point. They were few in numbers but felt more ubiquitous because of the shadow they cast.

From the bottom of Alek’s hummingbird, a missile streaked forward. It was the most expensive payload from the most expensive ship in our possession. The engines of the tiny spacecraft were so delicate and powerful that they were almost prohibitively expensive to make. And the missile, whose front opened and peppered one small section of the Inquisition ship's shield with enough dartmissiles to allow the actual rocket to pass through, cost nearly as much as the ship it was fired from.

“Let's see if it was worth it,” I said almost breathlessly as the weapon passed through and detonated just before crashing into the hull of the ship.

There was no massive explosion or cool lightning surge or anything exciting. Instead, Ned simply informed us, “Detonated,” and the Inquisition craft died all at once. The thruster was deactivated, the lights went off, and it began continuing forward on the trajectory it had been on.

The electromagnetic pulse had worked perfectly in disabling the ship, so I fired up the Buzzard. I let go of the debris and then tilted the ship and accelerated in the direction of the Inquisition boat.

I extended the retractable arms designed for scrapping and opened the clamps at the front as we rushed toward the enemy ship. We knew that it was Inquisition policy to destroy themselves rather than being caught, but we hoped that disabling their systems, including the self-destruct, would stall them just long enough for us to get on board.

The lights from the Buzzard illuminated the side of their dark ship. A narrow, diamond-shaped cockpit window glinted in the light, and as we moved around it, there was no movement within. It was eerie, and I knew there was no time to waste.

Ned gripped the micromissile array mounted on the underside with one of the arms and controlled the other to grab the shield projector on the mainmast.

“Got it,” he said. “Go.”

He didn’t even finish and Lara and I were up and going. We readied our weapons as we hurried through the ship, moving quickly and purposefully to the extendable tunnel.

I could feel the shift as Ned brought the Buzzard around, and a light began to flash above the door when the passage on the other end began to extend.

Both Lara and I braced ourselves for a fight. The Inquisition trained their people well, and most were zealots who were truly dedicated to their cause, and who would be willing to lay down their lives for their beliefs.

The Buzzard rattled as the magnet engaged with theirs, and in a moment, the door in front of us hissed open. We waited with our weapons ready, and when nothing happened, I holstered my stomper, the old handgun Lutch had given me as a child, and reached down for the Scrapper’s Pryde: a special tool designed for prying apart ships designed to survive the vacuum of space.

Starships were well-made with materials and alloys that the early space explorers of Earth could only have dreamed of. As a result, when we were on the job, scrappers needed a lot of extra help to get into the ships, and this was just such a tool.

I pulled the bar at its front and wheeled it to the door, then spun it to face the mechanized triangle to the front. When I pressed a button, the wedge turned from horizontal to vertical, and I raised it a bit off the floor so that it could force open the door that split at the middle.

It took a moment to align properly, and every second that we spent doing it, I was worried that the two halves would just split open and gunfire would rip through the space. I could have had some Peacers join us on this mission, but I wanted only a very few people to know what we were up to.

The Peacer sect we took in knew about the AIs we worked with, and many of them had augments that made them enemies of the Inquisition as well, but there was no need to take unnecessary risk and let them in on everything we were doing. Because while I had come to trust them in a fight, I didn’t know them all, their motivations or their intentions.

The diamantinium tip of the Pryde began to glow, and I aligned it as precisely as I could, wishing that I had the computerized skills Ned possessed before realizing what an odd concept that was. Spending my time fighting against those who had made themselves one with machine while simultaneously wishing to do the same. Of course, my problem with the Cult wasn’t that they blended the natural with the inorganic but that they forced it on people.

The tip slid into the tiny crack between the door’s halves, and I fired up the engine, the machine belching to life, rumbling the triangle into the crack and beginning to pry. I swallowed hard and held the control bar of the Pryde with one hand and pulled my stomper out with the other.

I still expected them to attack at any moment.

The triangle split, forcing the two halves apart, metal groaning as it moved against its will. Or its design?

The gap began to form, and we squinted into the dark. Lara’s glowing blue blade provided little in the way of illumination, but at least no one was shooting at us.

The moment the opening was wide enough, I locked the machine in place, moved forward, and crawled under the now spread jaws of the triangle and into the Inquisition ship.

“Wait up,” Lara said, but the smell hit my nose instantly, and I held up a hand to stop her. Looking into the passageway, I could see the shimmering streaks of the liquid dripping down and pooling on the floor.

But before I could even open my mouth to speak, the orange light began to flicker from somewhere in the distance, and I heard the crackling of the flames. I rushed back and ducked below the Pryde just in time to disengage it and allow the door to slam closed.

“Get back on the ship!” I ordered, then unlocked the machine and dragged it back through the passageway as quickly as I could, looking back only a moment to see the flames come licking around the corner.

Lara sprang through the door and closed it behind me the moment I pulled the Pryde through. Ned disengaged the magnet holding together the two ships, but just after I felt the Buzzard unlock, the ship was rocked when the flames undoubtedly hit the fuel and oxygen supplies.

We were thrown as the explosion and pieces of debris slammed into the Buzzard.

Ned evened us out and I lay on the floor of the passageway with fresh bruises breaking out all over my body. I groaned, then slammed my fist against the metal under me.

“Shit!”
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“We were so close,” I groused, pacing the floor of the command center of Suniuo Station.

“Additionally, we expended many resources on the failure,” Ned added. “The EMP alone cost us⁠—”

“I know,” I snapped.

“Neddy, Hank is obviously already feeling bad. You don’t have to pile on,” Libby, the station’s AI, put in.

“Thank you, Libby,” I said miserably.

“Of course,” she said. “Like, how do you think he would feel knowing that we probably won’t get another shot at this and that we are back to square one?”

I let out a long sigh, running my hands down my face. “Why your programmers thought to make it so that you guys bust balls is beyond me.”

“Um, it’s called personality, know about it,” Libby said in that smart-alecky way that I usually found charming. “Would you rather we just do as you say and keep our mouths shut like Armond?”

I looked over at the AI-controlled mechanical arm we had rescued from a bomb maker that was now sitting in Lara’s lap. “Maybe,” I said finally.

“No,” she exclaimed, the projected face on the big screen in the center of the room looking aghast. “You love us the way we are…”

I was about to speak, when Alek cut in. “What’s our next move?”

The screen displayed some relevant information about the station: our numbers, munition, production, money and expenses, as well as many other things. On the screen beside the information was a map of Sector One with the High Cloister highlighted.

“We don’t have nearly enough to attack them head-on…” I muttered. “There is no way to get in without getting caught and killed, and we are still not getting an answer from Vince Delfina.”

I knew that everyone in the room was already aware of all this, but it helped to say it out loud. Somehow, voicing the futility made it feel less so.

“When was the last time you tried to hail him?” I asked Libby.

“Thirty-seven minutes, fifty-one seconds ago,” she answered, “but I’ll try again.”

“Thank you,” I said, knowing it would be immeasurably helpful to speak with the man right now. Though he was a politician first and foremost, I knew that he truly loved Imogen and would do anything to help her. He was also on the Inquisition Oversight Committee and might be able to do something about this entire situation.

“Hank,” Libby said, and the tone of her voice was enough to cause a knot to form in the pit of my stomach.

“What?”

“I just found a post on the underfeltwork that might explain why we haven’t heard from Vince,” she explained, and possibilities ran through my mind—he had betrayed us and was working with the Inquisition, he had been killed by the people of Korfuu living in Parm, he had finally been brought up on formal charges for all his shady dealings. There were many possibilities.

But I should have expected the most obvious.

“It claims that he was brought in by the Inquisition,” she said, and the knot in my gut solidified.

“Now we are well and truly fucked,” Ned put in for good measure.

It was hard not to agree with him.

Libby changed the display on the main screen from that of her face to a grainy image that appeared to have been taken from a camera mounted on a pole outside Vince’s estate. Unlike when I had watched the security feed as the Ghost had methodically taken out every guard on the way to us, this time, the sentries stepped aside as a woman in the traditional Inquisitorial garb strode up.

They let her pass through, and the screen crackled as she knocked once and then placed a detonator on the door.

I didn’t need to watch any longer. I knew what came next. But I couldn’t look away.

Despite myself, I kept my eyes on the screen as the door was blown off the hinges, the image flashing and freezing for a moment. The Inquisitor stepped into the house and out of the frame. The time stamp in the corner jumped forward, and to my surprise, Governor Vince Delfina was frog-marched out and into a waiting vehicle.

“I expected him to be dragged out in pieces,” Lara admitted, putting words to my thoughts.

“Him being taken in isn’t much better,” I said.

She turned to look at me. “How much does he know?”

I sighed and considered it. “I told him only what I needed to but certainly more than I wish I had.”

“You didn’t know this would happen,” Alek offered. “And you needed to pitch him on our cause.”

“Does he know about me?” Ned asked with uncharacteristic worry in his voice.

“No,” I answered.

Libby wasted no time in asking, “What about me?”

“No,” I repeated.

“Wow, really? But I’m great,” she said, sounding genuinely bothered that I didn’t go around bragging about her.

“What about me?” Lara asked, the hint of a smile curling her lip.

“Or me?” Alek piled on. “I’m pretty great too.”

I shook my head. “I’ll be sure to start telling everyone I meet about what a great crew of outlaws and outcasts I have.”

“Be sure to mention what a good cook I am,” Alek said, and I couldn’t help but snort a laugh.

“And how great you are at Warhero,” I added, and he bowed his head. “But guys,” I said miserably. “What the hell are we going to do now?”

Silence followed. The heavy, oppressive silence of no one having a clue.

“Listen,” I said finally. “There are no bad ideas here. Just say the thing that you are thinking. No matter what it is. We have to start thinking outside the box.”

“I don’t know how conscious, cognitive processes happening independently of sensory stimulation can be within or without the confines of a box,” Edwin said. And I had nearly forgotten that the scientist was in the room. We all turned to look at him. “But what if you went before the Parliament and told them your findings and asked for help.”

“How can someone so smart say something so—” Ned began, but I began to speak over him.

“Edwin, we can’t go in front of the government because we will be arrested on the way,” I said, my voice sounding more patronizing than I intended. “You know that.”

“Certainly,” he agreed, taking no offense at my words or tone. “But there is no reason to go in front of them in person. I could work with Libby to find a way to intrude into their systems, and we could make the plea virtually.”

I shook my head. “Wouldn’t work. Having just met Vince, it was obvious that the politicians wouldn’t listen to anything unless it came from a trusted source and had definitive proof.”

“Plus, I’m pretty sure that using an AI to hack into their systems would only bolster their case against us and close more doors than it would open,” Lara added.

“These are excellent points, and I withdraw my suggestion,” Edwin. There was something to be said for his attitude toward the world and in general affect. Where most people would feel admonished or ashamed, he simply turned the page. “Any others worth noting?”

I glanced around the room and was met with more blank stares.

“We could go straight to her friends,” Libby suggested. “Get the wealthy elite involved.”

“Or her parents,” Lara added.

I considered it and let out another exasperated sigh. “From everything she’s told me about them, I don’t think they would be interested.”

“They wouldn’t,” a voice said from the doorway. We all turned to see Duncan, the man who had married Imogen’s aunt.

“Was there anyone else not invited to this meeting?” Libby joked.

I waved a hand to dismiss the comment. “Duncan, continue.”

He stepped into the room, his face gaunt and miserable, patchy stubble growing from his jowls. Since Louise had died and Imogen had been taken, he looked like a shell of his former self. All his life and vigor had been drained, left behind at the Cultist compound.

“The reason you can’t understand why they won’t help you is because you have a sense of honor, of propriety, and of virtue,” he said slowly. “You believe in things and expect others to do the same. You’d sacrifice yourself for another or for a greater good.

“They would not. The only thing that drives the ruling class of Emortium is self-interest. Fame, power, and of course, perception. These people are motivated by greed in every sense of that word. It's not solely monetary means but the accumulation of more: more voters, more fans, more heads turned, and more… more.”

He looked around the room, making eye contact with all of us who listened. “Not a single one of them would throw you a life jacket if you were drowning. That is, unless there was a camera rolling.

“That’s what you have to understand about them. They think nothing like you do. Each and every person in this room has sacrificed of themselves to be here, to help the universe. And the folks who govern our society care only about themselves, and do only what will help them obtain more.”

I knew it was true, but it was disheartening to hear it put so plainly. I couldn’t even imagine what Ned was thinking. He so desperately wanted the Consortium to be his idealized version of the government that he was programmed to believe in. And reality always disappointed him.

“Imogen’s closest family threw her to the wolves to save face, and if you try to approach them with this information, they will turn you in and have a press conference about how they aided the Inquisition. That’s how the politics of Emortium work.”

He let his words settle in and then turned to shuffle off. “Do you have any ideas to help get her back?” I asked after him.

He looked back at me from over his shoulder. “Nope. But I know you’ll come up with something.”

Once he had left the room, Libby spoke. “Sheesh, no pressure…”

“There should be pressure,” I said, tapping my fingers against the butt of my stomper. “We need to help her. Or, at the very least, we need to be moving in a direction. I hate just standing around here with my thumb up my ass.”

“Your hand is nowhere near your anus,” Edwin observed.

At that factual comment, it was as if we all popped like balloons, and everyone began to laugh. It was a manic, venting laugh, but a necessary one. We were so stressed and exhausted and running on fumes that it seemed we all needed to let it out.

Of course, Edwin had no idea why we were all reacting this way, and his eyes darted between us, analyzing and attempting to understand exactly what was happening.

“Oh, shit,” Alek said after a moment, and we all turned to stare at him. His face made it clear that he had just had an epiphany. “About a year ago, when I was still working at the bar for Resh, one of his lackeys came through with a box of Inquisition items that they were going to offload.”

My heart started to race, and I leaned forward.

“She said that someone even came through bragging that they robbed from the Inquisition,” he explained. “I laughed it off, but the look in her eye was more serious than I’d ever seen in her, and I realized she wasn’t joking.”

“And you’re only just remembering this now?” Ned demanded.

He shrugged. “Something about the moment jarred that memory loose.”

“You have to remember that we don’t all have infallible data storage as brains,” I said to Ned. Turning back to Alek, I asked, “What can you tell us about her?”

“Not too much,” he said. “She was a street enforcer at the time. Ran small jobs, roughed people up, made collections. Nothing much of note.”

“What’s her name?” Lara asked, swiveling in her chair to face one of the computer monitors to access the bounty board.

“Bruta something,” Alek said.

Ned scoffed. “Seriously?”

“Brunhilda ‘Bruta’ Broutach,” Lara said, reading from the bounty database. “She has an inconsequential bounty on her from the Consortium and almost no details in her file except that she is wanted in connection to organized crime.”

“If we go talk to her, do you think she will give up whoever stole the items?” I asked, my voice rushed. If this thief had stolen from the Inquisition once, she could do it again, and we might finally be moving in the right direction.

We could rescue Imogen and Vince, learn the location of Extinction, and finally get the government’s support.

“For the right price, I expect she would rat out her own mother,” Alek offered, but I wasn’t sure that was true. The gangsters I had known were certainly happy to do anything for a buck, but they were, in their own way, fiercely loyal. It was one of the only things that kept the Twelve Cartels functioning throughout the universe.

“And if that doesn’t work,” Lara said with a wicked grin, “we can just threaten to haul her ass in.”

“You’re coming with?” Alek asked her.

Lara was taken aback. “Of course I am,” she said, and I felt the grin cross my face.

“Then you know where we are going…”

Her eyes went wide with realization. “No, not again.”
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As we washed out into the space around Bussel, Lara grunted in annoyance. “I know I say it every time, but this time, I swear, is the last time I will go to this planet.”

“Why keep saying it?” I asked.

She looked over at me. “Because maybe if I believe it hard enough, it’ll come true.”

“Has that self-actualization worked for you in the past?” I asked, my tone slightly more patronizing than I had intended.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath and then opened them again slowly. Staring right at me, she pulled a hair tie down from her wrist and onto two fingers, then shot it at me before I even had time to react.

When the thing hit my face, she laughed. “Exactly as I envisioned.”

“Well,” I said thoughtfully, “maybe this will be the last time we go back. We hardly know anybody there anymore, and my home was completely destroyed.”

“One of your homes,” Lara corrected, never wanting me to forget our days at the orphanage prior to when Lutch took me in.

“Right,” I said. “One of them.”

“Never thought I’d be going back either,” Alek admitted. “Never really felt like home, but I did live here longer than any place except the homeworld. When we left here, just like when I departed my home planet, I didn’t expect to go back.”

“None of us are that lucky,” Lara said.

I began to bring us in, slowing a bit to initiate landing.

“Park behind Gamescape,” Alek suggested.

As I controlled us down, I cocked an eyebrow at him. “That’s the hobby place next to Pho’kin Delicious?”

“Yes.”

“You have a contact there?”

His four eyes looked askance. “No, it’s just that I haven’t been in so long. I used to go every week once I got my paycheck to see what new Warhero cards they’d gotten. Now it’s been so long, I can’t even imagine…”

“We don’t have time,” I said unequivocally, but I heard Lara from the other side of me.

“It would only take a few minutes, and there are worse things than taking a moment for yourself every now and again,” she said, her eyes pleading.

Part of me wanted to say that for the fifteen minutes they were going to spend browsing cards, Imogen might be having her fingernails pulled off or some other horrible thing. But I didn’t know it for certain, and she was also right.

This life, the mission that we were on, it all took such a toll on us. It required such a relentless, exhausting pace that we needed to take moments to ourselves every now and again. We wouldn’t kick our heels up and go on vacation for a week, but we needed to rest every now and again.

It was the only way that we could continue to do what we were doing. So, grudgingly, I guided us in to land in the small lot behind the store.

“I’ll catch up,” I told them as they unclipped their buckles and went running off the ship like children who’d been given money to spend in a candy shop.

“R&R is important,” Ned said. “You might need to think about how you can enjoy yourself before your head blows off your shoulders.”

“I’ll rest once Imogen is safe,” I said, and I meant it.

Ned let out a long, theatrical sigh. “Then you’ll tell me we can rest once Codename: Extinction is destroyed. And after that, only once Twain has been defeated. It goes on and on forever, but you won’t be able to last if you don’t take some time for yourself.”

He was using the same logic on me that I had been using a moment prior to justify letting my friends go shopping.

“What do you enjoy?” Ned asked.

I didn’t even have to think about it. “Scrapping. Fixing things. Working with my hands.”

“Sure, you love your work,” Ned said. “So do I. But what else do you like?”

“What are you getting at?” I asked, feeling like he was trying to push me toward something.

“Nothing,” he said. “Nothing in particular, I mean. But I’m trying to get you to think about ways you can relax. This life will get the better of you if you don’t. Eventually, the exhaustion will lead you to make a mistake, and that’ll be all she wrote.”

“I honestly don’t know,” I told him. “Lutch’s relationship with gambling never really gave me a great impression of having a hobby, so I just focused on my work.”

“Well, maybe it’s time you start thinking about what will make you happy,” he said. “And before you crack back at me: doing so doesn’t diminish the mission. Taking care of yourself might mean the difference between succeeding and not.”

I nodded and considered his words. “What do you do for fun?”

The absurdity of the question hit me in the moment prior to him saying, “Hank, I’m a computer program.”

“Right, of course,” I said. “But you have been imbued with nearly everything else that makes up the human personality and makes me wonder if you were also programmed with taste. And I mean that in the sense of enjoying and not enjoying things, not in the having-a-mouth kind of way.”

“I have both,” Ned answered quickly. “I believe that I’ve mentioned to you before that I obviously cannot consume food, but when I think of dishes, I have the sensation of having tasted it. I know what a slice of havarti tastes like or the smell of a pizza coming out of the oven.”

“And there are things I don’t like. It isn’t quite in the same way that Alek and Lara want to play Warhero cards all day and night, but more in the sense of ‘I don’t enjoy people wasting my time, and I do enjoy efficiency.’”

“Pretty sure those are the same thing,” I noted.

“It’s a nuanced difference, but it is a difference,” Ned said, making it clear that he didn’t plan to explain any further. “But, as mentioned previously, I am a computer program, so it is hard to know precisely how much of my taste is my own.”

“Maybe one day you or I will be able to go back in time and ask your programmers,” I said with a laugh.

“Time travel is outside of the laws of physics,” Ned noted.

I nodded and laughed but then said, “Didn’t humans believe that faster-than-light travel was outside of the laws of physics for a long time?”

“Yes,” Ned said, his voice carrying a note of irritation. “And they believed that the Earth was flat and a great many other things, but that doesn’t make time travel any more possible.”

“You’re no fun,” I said with a wave of my hand. I stood and then made my way to the back of the ship.

When I disembarked and smelled Bussel, it was like being punched in the nose by memories. Every time I landed on this planet, it brought me back. There was something comforting about being here. Though, admittedly, the last few times I had, somebody had tried to kill me.

As I moved toward the back of the store, I was greeted by several tables of people playing Warhero, Holohammer, and Adventures & Wyverns. Some were drinking and laughing, while others were lecturing their tablemates on some esoteric rules. There was a group of teenagers cackling and cheering as an employee crafted a tale for them from behind a cardboard screen.

The one thing that I could say about all of them was that they looked happy. In the same way that Lara and Alek had smiles on their faces when they were playing, so, too, did all of these people, and it made me realize that what Ned had told me was true.

Being solely focused on the task at hand was already taking its toll, and I knew that if I didn’t give my mind some kind of rest, I would make a mistake.

I stepped through the tables set up on some plots of fake grass that were cordoned off from the cement slab where starships and cars were parked beside one another and entered the store.

Inside were more people chatting and shopping at the rows of shelves, and others were sitting and painting miniatures or playing on the arcade games set off against one wall. The air inside was stale and carried a smell of cooking grease and I-meant-to-shower-today.

I scanned the room to see Alek and Lara standing over a low table set with square boxes full of cards in little plastic sleeves. They picked them up, then talked and compared them and showed one another the ones they were most excited by.

It was comical to see the two in their combat attire, Lara in her tight stealth suit and Alek in his ceremonial Kyrogi armor, standing together and comparing cards like excited kids. But, like the people outside, they were happy.

Rather than intruding, I leaned against one of the shelves and leafed through a comic book, all the time just keeping an eye on my friends. Lara, though she was the most adept killer I knew, reminded me of the girl I had grown up with. Smiling and jostling Alek, her face brought me back to a time before.

Even though we had grown up with nothing, we had made the most of it.

After a time, she looked back at me and smiled, then gestured for me to join them.

“Look at this haul,” she said excitedly, thrusting forward a pile of cards.

I leafed through them, but it was all Greek to me. The two had offered time and again to teach me how to play, but I could tell that it wasn’t for me.

“Should we get him a starter pack?” Alek asked once again, but Lara shook her head.

“I don’t want to play with somebody who doesn’t want to play with me,” she said and fixed on me with her dark brown eyes.

Alek nodded. “Fair enough. Not that either of you will be able to do much against the deck I’m going to build with these.”

He held up his pile of cards to show off.

“We’ll see about that,” Lara half-joked, sounding like she wanted to go out back and challenge him to a game right now.

“We should probably be on our way,” I said, and the two of them nodded, their faces dropping. I might have been okay with all of us taking some time to recover a bit, but I also wanted to keep moving and get to Imogen as soon as possible. Especially since we didn’t even know if this gamble would pay off.

“Right,” Alek said, and the two hurried to the front to pay.

I made my way through the shop and out onto the street. Midafternoon on a weekend, the streets were alive with activity. All the low, rust-colored buildings had people going to and fro. Even on their days off, most of the people here wore their coveralls and looked like they could hurry off to repair an engine at a moment’s notice.

Starships rumbled overhead and landed in nearby repair shops, and Resh’s tower loomed in the distance. Though Resh no longer resided there. I wondered who had taken over his criminal empire and figured I would find out soon enough when we met Bruta.

When the two joined me out on the street, Alek gestured in the direction of the tower, and we began walking. No one spoke, and I watched Lara’s face as she stared up the street, obviously lost in her own reminiscences. I wondered what she was thinking about, but when I opened my mouth to speak, I felt what was little more than a draft blowing my jacket.

I turned and saw nothing, then glanced up the street between two buildings where I saw a shape darting away.

“My cards!” Alek called, patting himself down.

He turned to rush up the street.
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I broke into a dead sprint, my heavy black armor weighing me down as I ran. Lara rushed past me, hurrying in the direction of the shady figure I had seen.

Whoever it was had been quick, but we were hot on their heels.

Lara threw up a hand to indicate that she was going right behind one of the shops. I darted the other way and leapt over tipped garbage cans, heaps of rubbish, and stacks of scrap. If there was anything Bussel had ample supply of, it was piles of scrap.

As I rounded the corner, I saw the figure once again. It was slight of stature and wearing the telltale cloak and hood of a street thief. For a moment, I contemplated the idea that perhaps this was the very person we were looking for. Maybe we would be able to cut out the middleman and go straight to the thief themself.

But, as they ducked between a wall and parked car, I realized how foolish that was.

Whoever stole from the Inquisition wouldn’t be pickpocketing on this dump and certainly wouldn’t have been caught by me.

I reached the car and jumped up on the hood to squeeze between the bricks, the hardened clay scraping off in chunks as I pressed my armor through. If the space got any tighter, I would be stuck. But fortunately, it opened up into another busy street where I saw the slight figure darting between citizens.

“Thief!” I thundered, gaining the attention of the surrounding citizenry.

Unfortunately, they only cared to look for a moment before returning to what they were doing. Nobody rushed to my aid or tried to trip the thief. Instead, they went about their lives as if I hadn’t shouted anything.

For some reason, part of me had hoped that someone, anyone, would have decided to help, but I should’ve known better. Though they weren’t the selfish, self-centered elite of Emortium, they weren’t worried about their fellow man either. Nearly everyone who lived here was in a fight for their very survival and more concerned with their next job than with some stranger who let themself be pickpocketed.

The shape of the thief moved this way and that, juking between citizens. I continued forward, seeing Lara springing forward out of the corner of my eye. She moved fluidly through the crowd as well, but the small size of the thief meant they could move even more quickly.

Then I stopped.

I ground to a halt in the middle of the street, and the person behind me almost crashed into my back. They cursed me, and I turned.

I knew the direction I was heading.

Looking up and down the road, I knew the route exactly.

I turned and hurried to my right, between a used starship dealership and the Paradise Twin Theater where Lara and I would sometimes sneak in through the back when the staff would prop the door open to allow a breeze in on hot summer days.

Stamping through the alleyway was like running through a memory. Some things had changed, storefronts had transformed and the haircuts were different, but it was still the same, too.

“You lost them,” Ned said in my earpiece, watching what I was doing through the mounted camera above.

“I know what I’m doing,” I answered quietly under my breath, hoping it was true.

Bursting out from between the buildings, I saw my target, and even just the sight of it made my heart thunder.

Still little more than a short, dilapidated building behind a rusted chain-link fence, the Bussel Orphanage was exactly as I had remembered it. As I had left it.

I rushed around the far side and made my way to the small break in the fence that even all these years later hadn’t been patched, and that countless children had undoubtedly snuck in and out between.

If, as I suspected, the pickpocket was running back in this direction, they would make an appearance right about… now.

Looking over his shoulder, the kid rushed out from a break in the wall just on the other side of the street from where I was standing and only turned to see me as my hand closed around the scruff of his cloak.

“I’ll be taking those cards back now,” I told him just as Lara sprang down from a rooftop. Her eyes went wide when she saw me.

“I—I should have realized,” she said.

The young man stared up at me with defiant eyes. “What cards? What are you talking about?”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about,” I stated plainly, unable to hide my amusement. I knew that when I was about this boy's age, if two armed bounty hunters questioned me, I would’ve told them anything they wanted to know. But this kid was obviously not going to give me anything.

“I don’t have nothing, and unless you plan on frisking a little boy, you can’t prove nothing,” he said, and with that, a wide grin crossed my face.

I turned to look at Lara. “Get a load of this kid,” I said, and he struggled against my hand, then slammed a fist down against my wrist, but he only hurt himself.

“Got to hand it to them, we were never this ballsy when we were young,” she said with a laugh.

“Oh, yes you were,” a voice said from the other side of the fence, and I didn’t have to look to know who it was. Other than Lutch, there was nobody in the universe whose voice I would have known as immediately as Mr. Fidler’s.

As though I had gotten in trouble, I instantly let go of the kid and stood at attention after turning to face the old man who had raised me from a baby. He was older than I remembered, his purple skin fading to a milkier pallor and his large eyes looking more like iridescent pools than the sharp lenses I remembered.

The elder Conecian gazed down at the boy. “Give them what you stole,” he said, and even hearing the tone in his voice brought me back. “And you two, it’s been far too long.”

“It has,” I agreed, but Lara seemed speechless. The kid tapped her arm, drawing her attention to the stack of cards he was handing back. He wore a look that made it obvious he was mad about getting caught rather than feeling guilty about what he had done. It was a face I had seen on Lara more than once when we were growing up, though now her look was one of gazing into the past.

“Come in for some coffee,” he offered and gestured to the front of the building.

Lara and I made our way around in silence, the front gate buzzing just as we approached and allowing us through. He wore the same uniform as he always had and the same friendly smile that concealed all his wisdom. The man had dedicated his life to the unfortunate children of Bussel and was still here with seemingly nothing to show for it.

“Hank, Lara, it’s good to see you both,” he said, his eyes shifting from one of us to the other.

I smiled, and Lara tucked the cards away. “It’s good to see you, too,” I said.

“What have the two of you been up to?” he asked, his eyes wandering back to me. “I was sorry to see that your shop was destroyed.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“As I was about the loss of your father,” he continued. “Seems like not everything worked out quite the way you’d hoped?”

He asked the question and gave that wry little smile that I had known so well growing up. Mr. Fidler was serious when he needed to be, but even then, he carried a lightness in his affect. Perhaps some fundamental joy from within was necessary to do the work that he did or was why he did said work.

“I’ll admit that it’s been a bumpy road,” I said.

“For me too,” Lara added.

The old man looked over the two of us, his eyes falling on our weapons. “Luckily for you, I don’t think I’ve ever met two people more qualified to ride out bumps.”

We chuckled, then he turned and ushered us into the building that had been our home for so long. As we walked through the large double doors of the two-story building, the familiar sounds of kids chattering and the familiar smell of “weekend meal” met us immediately.

If I had thought walking up the street was like stepping into the past, this was like swimming in a memory. I never thought that I would step foot in this place again. The vinyl floors, once checkered black and white, were now scuffed clean, and the peeling ceilings that seemed so high still drooped and sagged as though they were reaching down to grab you.

A few kids came running from the dorms upstairs and stopped to gawk at the two bounty hunters walking with the director of the orphanage.

“Are you here to arrest someone?” one of them asked, his voice carrying an unmistakable enthusiasm.

I was about to speak but Mr. Fidler beat me to the punch. “It might be you if the two of you don’t get to gardening class right now.”

They moaned and went running off, and the two of us followed him into his office, where he gestured toward the two seats we had sat in countless times. But, for once, we weren’t getting the half-reprimand we had so often received as children.

Honestly, I didn’t know what he wanted with us now, but I didn’t care. There was something comforting in being back at this place. Though it never truly felt like a home, it had been the closest thing I’d had until Lutch took me in.

And, knowing that our shop had been destroyed, this was the only place I had ever lived that remained standing. Well, this and the Buzzard.

Mr. Fidler stepped around to a coffee pot stained brown at the base but with a fresh pot obviously just brewed. Day or night, his office always smelled like coffee: grounds, fresh or stale.

“Do you sleep?” I asked, unable to help myself.

He chuckled as he pulled two mugs out from a drawer that rattled when he opened it and then set them on his desk beside his ancient computer.

“How do you take your coffee?” he asked but didn’t let us answer. “You can have it in any color as long as it’s black.”

“Black is fine,” I said with a smile, picking up one of the steaming mugs that had a faded picture of some animals from a zoo on a nearby planet.

“It was something my dad always used to say,” Mr. Fidler said, a glint in his eye as he said it.

“It was actually an old quote from…” Ned whispered, but I wasn’t listening as he continued to talk.

Hearing Mr. Fidler talk about himself for even just a moment was so unusual. In all the years that I had known him, he had been more of an idea than an actual person. We knew little about him other than he seemed to never sleep or take more than one day a week off. If he had a personal life, we didn’t know anything about it.

Now, for the first time, he had mentioned a family member.

Even though we were grown adults, there was a sense of wonder in hearing him say it.

“What was he like?” Lara asked, obviously having the same moment I was.

The two of us sat across from him, the worn plastic chair groaning under my armored weight.

“My father?” the old man asked, stroking his chin thoughtfully for a moment. “He was the opposite of me. Never wanted to lift a finger but had exacting standards for the rest of the family. My brothers and I worked ourselves to the bone, plucking the hop cones until our hands were raw and bloody.

“A buyer once made the joke that we should call ourselves Red Harvest because of the state of the bunches he bought from us. My mother did the best she could for as long as she could, but eventually, she couldn't stand it anymore.

“She took our baby sister and fled the planet, never to return. Don't know what happened to her. Guess that's something the two of you can relate to... not knowing much about what happened to your parents.

“Or at least that's true for you, Hank.”

I nodded, but the statement caused Lara to sit forward in her chair.

“Why just for him?” she demanded. “There's no information on either of our families in the systems.”

He looked at her in surprise before his mouth pulled down at the corners and he looked askance. “I'm sorry, Lara,” he said and then took another sip of his coffee, walking to a filing cabinet made more of rust at this point than healthy metal.

I could feel the emotions emanating off of her. Lara wanted so badly to know about her heritage, about herself. Or at least she always had when we were young.

I was less interested. To me, Lutch had been my father.

The people who had contributed to my biology hardly mattered. And while that was hard for some people to understand, it was my truth.

Eventually, Mr. Fidler pulled a yellowed piece of paper out from the cabinet. As he slid the drawer shut, the scraping sound that shrieked through the room was so loud and painful that it felt as if it could be weaponized.

He turned back and then handed the paper across. I craned my neck trying to see what it said, but despite how close we were, she tilted the paper away from me as she read.

“Got nothing for you, Hank,” he confirmed. “But you were left at my doorstep in a basket without so much as a name, so I guess you're not surprised that I don't know anything else about you.”

That surprised me. “I know I didn't come here with a surname, but I thought my parents gave me the name Hank.”

At that, Mr. Fidler chuckled. “In accordance with universal law, I have to say that you came to me with a name because I'm not allowed to give you one. But, a wink’s as good as a nod to a blind man so I’ll just say that I had been watching a lot of documentaries about the Old War and was fascinated by Hank The Hammer.”

“No shit,” Ned exclaimed in my ear. “Colonel Hank ‘The Hammer’ Hernandez was one hell of a nice guy. And he was partnered with one of the sexiest AIs I ever came in contact with.”

That begged so many questions, but of course, I couldn't ask any of them now.

“You're telling me that you named me?” I clarified.

He nodded slowly. “The procedure for naming children who come to me without one is laborious and time-consuming. So, when I can, I just fudge the numbers and give you guys a name I like.”

I sat back in astonishment and glanced over to see Lara reading the same line again and again.

“Guess it's a good thing you happened to get pickpocketed by one of my kids today,” the old man said with a laugh, tapping a finger against the desk in front of him.

“Lara didn't even want to come here,” I said, and even to my own ear it sounded like a child ratting out his friend.

Being in front of the man who had raised me and apparently given me my name somehow seemed to reduce me to a childlike state.

It was an odd sensation, and I wondered if this was what adult children were like around their parents. Not having them and even having lost Lutch, I had no clue.

“Hank Hernandez once took on an entire unit of Cultists single-handed,” Ned said in my ear, but once again, I tuned him out entirely.

“How are you holding up, kid?” Mr. Fidler asked Lara.

She looked up at him, her face in an expression that made it look like she hadn't even remembered he was here.

“I can't believe you kept this from me,” she said, more hurt than angry.

Mr. Fidler made eye contact with his coffee, looking guilty. “I'm sorry about that. But when you left, it wasn't normal circumstances.”

Lara opened her mouth to speak but then closed it again.

“I try to do right by all you kids, but a lot gets missed,” he said, his voice breaking. “I do this job because it's important to me. Because I had a tough childhood and was abandoned by the parent who should have kept me and left with the parent who shouldn't have.”

The misery of years of children he wished he could have done more for washed over his face. “I know so many of you needed something else from me. That so many could have used further support, and more than anything, I wanted to do more. But there is only so much that one person can do. I tried to hold this place together with my bare hands, but it wasn’t possible…”

He looked up as though he was about to cry, his aged eyes wide and glistening.

“No,” Lara said, holding up a hand. “It’s fine. I am happy to have it now.”

“Yes,” I added. “You have done remarkable work with this place. And your dedication isn't lost on anyone who lives here. The two of us have lives that we would never have had otherwise. And that's all because of you.

“Your dedication to the kids in this place is why we are able to help so many. You might not believe it when you look at us, but we are making a difference in this universe, and it's because of the bedrock you put under our feet.”

The first tear rolled down his cheek then.

“Thank you so much for saying that,” he said with such pure sincerity that I couldn't help but break into a broad smile of gratitude.

“People like you are what gives me hope for this universe,” Lara added.

I nodded. “So often, we meet folks who pretend to be of service to others or who play at altruism but are actually selfish—well, for lack of a better term... assholes. And here you are, dedicating your life to people who need it and feeling like you want to do more.”

Lara looked at me then, and I knew exactly what she was going to say.

“We would like to donate some money to the orphanage,” she stated.

Mr. Fidler held up his hands and shook his head. “No, no, I couldn't accept that. You're only here because one of my children tried to rob you.”

“No,” I said forcefully. “We only had something to steal because of you.”

“You always were a clever one,” he said with a little chuckle. “But I can't take your money. We're doing just fine.”

Lara leaned forward. “But that's just it. You shouldn't be doing just fine. You should be doing as much as you want. And now, we make reasonably good money and would love to spend it on doing more good in this world.”

“When you put it like that, it's hard to argue with you,” he said, allowing a smile to cross his face. Looking at me, he said, “It's hard to believe that thievery is what got you out of here and what brought you back.”

“Keep this up, and people are going to start thinking you're running some kind of operation out of this place,” I joked.

He chuckled. “I hope that if I was teaching the kids how to steal, you would be better at it.”

“We would,” I said.

Lara cleared her throat. “To be clear, I was pretty good.”

“Are you ready for another bombshell?” he asked her, that clever little smile back on his face.

“I'm honestly not sure I can handle it,” she said.

He laughed. “I had to pay off more than a few shop owners to keep them from bringing you up on charges. You were probably the best sneak to come out of this place, but you weren't perfect.”

Lara's mouth fell open. “I have to admit, that's almost as big of a revelation as this piece of paper.”

“I thought that might be the case,” he admitted.

“We'll transfer funds when we get back to our ship,” I told him, making sure that he didn't think changing the subject would keep us from doing what we had set out to do.

He appraised the both of us. “If you had told me a decade ago that it would have been you two returning to donate money to the orphanage, I would have laughed you out of the building.”

“If it helps, we wouldn't have bought it either,” I said. “Frankly, if you had told me I was going to be anything more than a scrapper till the day I die, I wouldn't have bought it.”

“And what is it that the two of you do now?”

We shared a look. “Bounty hunters,” we said in unison.

“That would have been my guess from the look of it, but I have a hard time believing it. After seeing how you were with Lutch, I also would have assumed you to be a scrapper until the day you die. How did you get into this field?”

“That, unfortunately, is quite a long story that I'm not sure we have the time for,” I admitted.

“Is it a bounty that brings you back to Bussel?” he asked.

Lara raised an eyebrow. “Something like that.”

His eyes flicked back and forth between the two of us, understanding that he wasn't going to be getting any more information on the subject.

“Well, then let me just say this,” he said. “I couldn't be prouder of how successful you've become. So many of the kids who leave here go on to live and work in the area, and I'm always happy that I've given them a chance at life. But to know that the two of you are out in the wide universe, making a difference and making enough money to donate to me, that's genuinely heartwarming. It makes me feel as though I've made a difference.”

“You have,” Lara assured him.

I nodded. “The work you do here is amazing, and the fact that you're still doing it, even more so.”

He chuckled. “I wonder if you would have said that at the time, or if the kids now would.” But his tone implied a quiet pride. He was proud of himself and truly happy to see what we had become.

While we might not be the most outwardly respectable people in the universe, he seemed to be able to tell that we were good people actually trying to do good.

As he was.

“You know what pisses me off?” I asked as the thought came to mind, and I could tell that no one was expecting that comment.

“What?” Mr. Fidler asked.

“Every time you see an orphanage in a movie, the people who work there are total assholes,” I said, finally venting a frustration I had long felt.

Lara leaned forward, waving a finger. “It’s true!”

Mr. Fidler nodded. “Would it surprise you to learn that I have met a great many people who run orphanages that are, in fact, assholes?”

Hearing him swear caused me to shift in my chair and take another sip of my coffee.

“Sure,” Lara said, “but every job has jerks…”

“Like Mane Malik,” I filled in, thinking about the one bounty hunter that I had met who really irked me.

“Right,” Lara said. “But I was going to say that while every job has jerks, orphanage employees are always represented as mean.”

“Exactly,” I said.

Mr. Fidler shrugged and gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Makes for better drama. No one wants to see the reality of underpaid, overworked citizens trying their best.”

“He’s right,” Ned said. “Studio executives want high drama and conflict. They aren’t greenlighting some script that is reflective of real-life…”

“You might be right, but it’s also wrong,” I said to both Ned and Fidler.

“Poetic,” Mr. Fidler said.

Lara laughed and stole a glance at me. She looked back at the man who had raised us. “He does have a way…”

I was about to open my mouth to speak again, when a young woman burst through the door, then looked at the three of us in embarrassment.

“Sorry,” she stammered, pulling at the tips of the curly hair falling around her face. “But some of the boys are fighting again.”

The old man sighed, and the sound seemed to release a lifetime of pain and exhaustion.

“You two are welcome to stay, but I need to sort this out,” he said, making his way around the desk and toward the door.

I stood and then offered him a hand, but he got that clever little smile again and opened his arms wide.

I embraced the man, once again overcome with emotion, and when he hugged Lara, I could see her having a similar experience.

We were on a time-sensitive mission and we knew it, but in this moment, all of that fell away.

“It was wonderful to see you,” Lara said, and I simply nodded.

“You two, too,” he said, looking us both in the eye one last time before following the girl out the door and down the hall.

Lara and I looked around the office, taking it in once more.

Standing up, it felt much smaller than it had when I was a child, of course, but no less important. I had been in Old World facilities, living spaceships, and jungles that could eat you, but this room was more evocative than any of them.

Neither of us spoke until we were outside and on the street, back in front of the gate.

Lara looked up at me with wide, thoughtful eyes. “Promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“After we destroy Extinction, we can go and follow this up,” she said, holding the yellow piece of paper between her fingers.

I wanted desperately to reach out and unfurl it, but I also knew Lara well enough to know that she wouldn’t want that.

“Of course,” I said softly, and she smiled, then reached out with her other hand and placed it on my chest as she stepped toward me.

My heart began to race as the tips of my fingers went numb.

Her eyes closed, and she leaned in toward me.

It didn’t feel like butterflies but jackhammers in my stomach.

After all this time, the moment finally felt right.

I could hear her breath catch, but then I heard something else.

“There you guys are,” Alek said, thundering across the street toward us.
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“Did you get my cards back?” he asked, obviously not having noticed the moment he interrupted.

“Libby is going to plotz when she hears about this,” Ned joked in my ear.

“Here.” Lara produced the cards and handed them over.

He shot her a broad smile. “Oh, thank you.” Then he looked up at the building behind us. “This is where you two grew up?”

“It is,” I affirmed.

“Neat,” he said. “But we should really get going.”

“Absolutely,” Lara agreed, and the three of us turned and marched up the street with Alek at our head. I stole one last glance back at the orphanage and wondered if it would be the last time.

Ned, watching the moment, spoke to me. “I am prepping some money for transfer. And, I must say, while I admire what you’re doing, I do believe there are better ways that the money could be spent.

“Winning hearts and minds is a valuable part of a military operation, but Bussel orphans are not going to do much to sway public opinion. Though, I understand that’s not entirely the point.”

I didn’t answer, always staying cautious when I could, but I also didn’t need to point out to him that there were things his programming wouldn’t understand.

“There’s another bar just up this way where Bruta would drink all day before working all night,” Alek explained.

“Was she just perpetually schnockered?” Ned inquired, but I was already asking another question.

“When does she sleep?”

Alek, having only heard my question, gave a little shrug. “Suppose I never really thought about it. A lot of the lowlifes who frequented the bar seem to subsist mostly on alcohol and violence.”

As we crossed the street in the direction of the bar, a sputtering starship came careening down, trailing a plume of smoke. It hurtled in our direction, but I smiled, knowing what was going to happen next.

The repair shop of Scrapper Thirty-Seven roared to life as the machinery began to pump and churn. Extending arms propelled outward, and the hydronet unfurled across the top of the large building. No matter how many times I’d seen it, I couldn’t help but stop and stare, though the citizens around me who lived on the street weren’t even bothered to look up.

The shimmering net stretched over a garage door at the top of the building that had begun to crank open as soon as the system was activated. As the spaceship tore through the sky above us, Alek threw his hands over his head, and Lara tried to act like she wasn’t scared, but it was hard to play it cool when a massive piece of machinery was falling from the sky toward you.

As the ship crashed against the net, the adhesive nature of the material contained it just long enough for a second layer to be fired from the extending arms on one side. The top coat of net unfurled and closed, and magnetized clamps affixed to the end of the net slammed together and secured the ship. The arms groaned against the weight as the ship shifted up and down.

“Now, the best part,” I said excitedly.

In an instant, several cannons mounted around the roof erupted at once, spraying white foam into the sky that completely engulfed the ship, extinguishing the flames just before it began to be lowered into the opening at the top of the building.

“I’ll never get used to that,” Alek groaned. “On the homeworld, we have nothing falling from the sky and crashing into waiting buildings.”

Lara put it more succinctly. “I hate this planet.”

“If it helps, I thought it was neat,” Ned said.

I continued to stare for another long moment until we had rounded a corner and were making our way up another familiar street, though this one had nothing but negative associations for me.

I knew instantly the bar that we were going to and had to swallow hard in order to accept that as our destination.

The Valley Tavern was neither in a valley nor some classic tavern selling ale and mead. Rather, it was just a regular dive bar with wallpaper that gave it the appearance of having wood-paneled walls. It was famous in the neighborhood for being a place where locals could gamble.

I had dragged Lutch out of there more times than I cared to count, and even just the smell of it from a few doors down made me want to turn back. Of course, the place wasn’t to blame for my father’s problem, but it was still the physical embodiment of the disease that ultimately consumed him.

“You all right?” Lara asked as we neared the front. “Looking a little green in the gills.”

“This planet is nothing but memories,” I said, being intentionally cryptic.

She nodded slowly. “More like nothing but unhealed scars.”

“I know you two are coping with a lot,” Ned interrupted, “but I think it’s time that you got your heads in the game.”

Lara nodded, her face turning steely with determination. Faster than a snap, she had become Kilara Vex. I could see it in her eyes and expression, and I did the same, letting my face fall while trying to embody Hunter Spears.

Alek squared his shoulders and stepped into the bar, and we followed. The place was huge with gambling tables everywhere and slot machines lining the wall. Lights flashed, and chimes rang out to give the sense that people were winning money all around.

The faces on the denizens told a different story. Where the people at the hobby shop had been happily gaming their lives away, the people here were miserably gaming all of their money away.

As soon as we walked through the door, another Kyrog stepped out from behind the bar, all four of his narrowed eyes fixed on Alek. The ground shook as the man approached quickly.

“Got a lot of balls showing your face around here,” the bartender intoned, and it was as though all of the air was sucked from the room.

“One of us had to have some balls since your mate has yours in a jar back home,” Alek said.

This was not going the way I had hoped, and instead was heading in the exact same direction as it had the last time Alek had been face-to-face with one of his first clan. As kind as the man was to us, he seemed to have a lot of problems with other Kyrog.

“At least I have a mate,” the man said, and I couldn’t help but reach toward my stomper.

At that, Alek said nothing for a long moment. Then, a smile began to creep across his face.

“That was a good one,” he said with a laugh, and the bartender began smiling before the two of them embraced, their massive chests slamming together.

They continued to laugh as they stepped over to the bar, and Lara and I fell in behind, then sat down beside Alek.

“Two Bussel Brews and a Kyrogi Stampede,” Alek ordered, and the man began making Alek’s drink, a beverage that was red on the bottom and brown on top. He set it on the counter, cracking open the beers and placing them in front of us. Not that he was even looking in our direction or paying any attention to the two humans beside the man that was obviously his old friend.

“What brings you back?” the bartender asked. “I don’t suppose it was just to see me.”

“Here on business,” Alek answered quickly. “Need to find Bruta.”

At the mention of the name, the bartender blanched. He leaned in. “You come to the right place, but she isn’t here yet, and she’s moved up in the world since you were last here.”

“She replaced Resh?” Alek asked quietly but with a surprising level of interest.

The other man barked a laugh. “Oh, hell no. But she got made, and now she’s acting like the cock of the walk.”

“Is that any different from how she was in the past?” Alek asked with a broad grin.

I took a sip of my beer as the bartender smiled. “Because now she has the power to back it up. What do you want with her, anyway?”

“She might have a lead on someone who could really help us out of a jam,” Alek explained. “Anything I can use to get on her good side?”

“She has a good side?” the bartender asked, and the two laughed again.

“But really, anything I can use?”

The bartender thought about it for a moment. “Not really.”

Alek tilted his head. “Looking for me to grease your palms?”

“Isn’t like that,” the bartender said. “Us frontline guys need to stick together, and I’d be more than happy to help you out, but I really don’t know anything.”

I took another sip of my beer and tried to read the man’s expression. I probably knew Kyrogi facial cues better than most humans, but I couldn’t quite size the man up. I had vague memories of having met him once or twice, but as the day-shift bartender, and it was a bleary memory at best. Plus he obviously didn’t remember me either.

“How’ve things been recently?” Alek asked.

The bartender snorted, causing the pile of napkins sitting on the bar to flutter. “Nothing here changes. It’s all the same shit in an endless cycle. The old guy was replaced by Resh, who was replaced by the new guy, and on and on like that forever.

“I just keep my head down and let the days come and go. May not be much, but it’s a hell of a lot better than punching the lights out of some other clan because I was told to do it. Or because I was taught to hate them even though, in the grand scheme of the universe, we are all nearly identical.”

Alek seemed to consider this for a moment. “You’d have a hard time convincing the people of the homeworld that the different clans are actually that similar. As they say, it’s apples and oranges.”

The bartender scoffed. “They’re both fruit.”

“I love that answer,” Ned chuckled in my ear.

“To a human or Sectiaan or Vekrass, there’s no difference between any of us,” he stated. “We spend our lives fighting one another for this small difference in belief or that piece of land, but all we are doing is weakening ourselves and allowing every other species in the universe to take advantage. If we banded together, stopped fighting ourselves, and worked as a species like we did during the Old War, we could be the greatest force in this universe…”

“You have a point,” I said as I swallowed the last of my drink.

“Who asked you?” the bartender said with a dismissive wave. “Being raised by one of us don’t make you one of us.”

I guess he did remember me.

“I’m just saying that the Kyrog are strong people, that’s all,” I said, knowing that I should probably have just kept my mouth shut but was unable to do so.

The bartender leveled a finger at me and was about to make another point when the door swung open and a woman who I recognized from the bounty board stepped in.

Bruta spread her arms wide and announced to the room, “Mommy’s home, bitches.”
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Brunhilda “Bruta” Broutach was dressed in one of the strangest outfits I had ever seen. It looked like a suit jacket made out of tinsel, and her trousers were nothing but pockets and zippers. A bat dangled from one side of her belt, and a holstered firearm from the other. Her short, cropped blonde hair stuck up in every direction, and her makeup looked like it’d been applied by a drunken clown.

“That Alek I see there?” she said, marching in our direction with two tough guys following her. “I took you for dead, the way you abandoned your place.”

“I’m not dead,” Alek said, standing to greet her.

“This the part where you’re going to hit me up for work?” she asked, rolling her eyes theatrically.

“No, just have a couple questions for you,” he said, but the moment he did, she sidestepped the massive frame blocking her view to look in our direction.

“You’re some kind of bounty hunter now?” she asked.

Alek raised his hands defensively. “No. Nothing like that. We need your help, and we’re willing to compensate you for it.”

“Well, now you’re speaking my language,” she said and turned to make her way over to one of the tables beside some dice game I had only heard of but never learned how to play.

She sat, then snapped her fingers at the bartender and shouted for him to bring her a drink, before turning to address us. “You can sit.”

Lara and I did so, but Alek stood behind us, his hands folded in front of him.

“You came here for information that only I have?” she asked, trying to suss out how badly we needed her.

“Something like that,” Lara answered.

Bruta looked between the three of us. “Which one of you am I dealing with?”

“Him,” I said without missing a beat, making it clear that while Alek was going to be doing the speaking, I was also a force to be reckoned with. Having dealt with people like her my whole life, I knew how to speak her language and could do so if I had to.

“Good, since he’s the only one here I know,” she said, staring at us with bloodshot, sunken eyes. “And the only one I care to know.”

“This is Spears and that is Kilara Vex,” Alek said, gesturing to us as he spoke. “They are my associates.”

She glanced back at the two young men behind her, who were standing with their chests puffed out. “I won’t bother introducing mine. But know that they’re there.”

“Noted,” Alek said. “I’m here because you once were in possession of some goods by a certain powerful but clandestine organization whose goal is to eradicate all artificial life in the universe.”

For the first time, the woman was obviously taken by surprise, though she tried to cover it quickly, her face going from wide-eyed shock to a hard nonchalance in a flash.

“That was some years ago, and I’m not entirely sure I remember,” she said, looking for the bribe that the bartender had so quickly brushed off.

“Let me buy you a drink,” Alek offered. He raised a hand and gestured for the bartender to bring another round for us.

Bruta’s tired eyes went wide, and her head tilted to the side. “You think I’m such a cheap date?”

“I think that I’d like to get to the part where you help me sooner than later,” he said and shot her the friendly, affable smile that surely kept tips rolling his way when he worked behind the bar.

“Alek, let’s cut to the chase. I always liked you, but you ain’t got any reason to think I’m doing you or your bounty hunter friends any favors here,” she said. “You want something from me, you can pay for it.”

“I feel inclined to remind you that our finances are not great, especially after promising to donate additional funds to the orphanage,” Ned said, and even though Alek couldn’t hear them, he didn’t need to.

The bartender arrived with a tray full of shots and told Alek, “I’ll put it on your tab.”

Bruta put three of the small glasses with piss-yellow liquid in front of us, and three in front of herself, immediately taking them all down in quick succession.

“Ooh, yes, that’ll do,” she announced, blinking a few times rapidly and leaning back in the fraying wicker chair across from us. Her cheeks flushed, and her already erratic movements became even more bizarre. As she spoke, her head rolled this way and that, as if keeping in tune with some jam band in her mind. “You said you wanted to know about the little shit who brought me Inquisition items, right?”

“Yes,” Alek said.

We didn’t even have time to finish our drinks. The woman reached out and drained our three glasses as well.

“I’ll tell you about them,” she said, her shoulders swinging back and forth as she attempted to level a finger at us that swayed like she was conducting an invisible orchestra. “But I need something from you first.”

“We're not muscle for hire,” Lara announced.

The woman’s lips pinched together in irritation. “Nobody asked you to be. Let me finish, since you’re the one coming to me hat in hand.”

“Or I could drag your drunk ass in and see if you'll tell us what we want to know on your way to the closest Conclave enclave,” Lara said, her voice cold as ice.

Alek laughed. “It doesn’t need to come to that. What can we do for you?”

“You’ll be happy to know that I do want an ass dragged in,” she said with a wicked smile and then turned to the men at her back. “Leave us.”

They looked as though they were going to protest for a moment but then slinked away and walked over to the bar. Just as they settled in, she shouted. “Don’t just sit there and listen, scram.”

They quickly made their way toward the door, and the taller of the two kicked it open like an angry child.

“What’s with that?” I asked, pointing toward the door.

Bruta cocked an eyebrow. “Can’t let them hear what I’m about to suggest,” she explained, letting the implication that she was about to request something that flew in the face of the criminal organization to which she was a part go unsaid.

I was worried for a moment that Lara would once again jump the gun and say that we weren’t hitmen or some such, but she stayed cool, and we all listened as Bruta told us what she wanted.

“Since I have a gaggle of bounty hunters who need my help, I figured this is the perfect opportunity to have somebody arrested,” she said, then licked her lips in the way a dog might when presented with a T-bone.

“And before you get all mouthy,” she said directly to Lara, who grimaced but held her tongue. “This person has an open bounty on them, so I’m not asking you to do anything other than your jobs.”

“Who do you want arrested?” Alek asked.

She shrugged in an attempt to be casual, but somehow so much of her shoulder moved that it looked like she was going to throw herself out of her chair.

“Jimmy the Hat,” she said.

Alek laughed. “I get it now,” he said. “You had your lackeys leave the room because you’re having your competition arrested and the Cartel has strict rules against that.”

She reached down and rested her hand on her bat. “Maybe say it a little louder.”

“Sorry,” Alek said, the look of bemusement still plastered on his massive gray face. “I just always find it amusing that you lot live by such a stringent code, but none of you seem to actually follow it except when it suits you.”

“Why don’t you take what amuses you and shove it?” she hissed. “Do we have a deal?”

“We arrest Jimmy the Hat, and you’ll tell us who brought you the Inquisition items,” Alek clarified, not foolish enough to enter a deal without crystal clear terms.

“Yes, that’s what I’m saying,” the woman answered in what she seemed to think was a whisper but was, in fact, her shouting slightly less loudly.

“Fine,” Alek said, standing and then extending a hand.

The three of us left the bar while Bruta got up and began to hassle some poor schlub at one of the gaming tables. As we walked out, her two thugs caught sight of us from where they were sitting on a pile of tires.

“She’s ready for you,” I told them, hooking a thumb toward the door.

They hurried past us in the direction of the door, but one stopped and turned back.

“What did she want to tell you?” he asked in an assertive tone that made it clear that he believed we should just tell him whatever he wanted to know.

I laughed in his face. “Get outta here.”

I could see the moment flashed in his mind, deciding if he should try to test his mettle against some bounty hunters, but when his eyes fell on Alek, he thought better of it.

“You should treat me with more respect,” he said, but it sounded more like something out of an eighth-grade play.

Alek took one lumbering step toward the man who shrank into his suit before turning and rushing into the bar.

“There's a bounty terminal not too far from here where we can get the last known whereabouts of Jimmy the Hat,” Lara said, pointing up the street.

Alek shook his head. “No need, I know where he is.”

He pointed to a butcher shop just up the street where a handful of suits sat drinking coffee and sunning themselves like lizards.

“Oh,” Lara and I said at once.

We started walking right over to them.
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“Jimmy is the one in the hat?” I asked as we strode over to the four men sitting in metal chairs out on the street. One of them was wearing a little fedora and looked vaguely familiar, and another was heavyset and wearing a tracksuit.

“No,” Alek said, “he’s the one all the way to the right with the little espresso.”

“He isn’t always in a hat?” Lara asked incredulously.

Alek chuckled under his breath. “No, he never wears a hat.”

“That’s not how nicknames work,” I said, stifling a laugh. “We all don’t do a lot of things.”

“I didn’t give him the name,” Alek said, but we didn’t have time to unpack the nickname any longer as we approached the folks sitting in front of the shop. I was grateful that none of them were a Kyrog because if it came to blows, I didn’t want to face another clash like that.

“I have assigned you the open bounty for Jimmy,” Ned informed Lara and me. “You are now officially on his case.”

We hadn’t even gotten within half a block of them before one of the men wearing nothing but a white tank top, pinstriped pants, and enough jewelry to make a dragon jealous, stood up, staring daggers at us.

As we continued our direct path in their direction, he got the attention of the others, and they all stood up to look threatening.

“The fuck you want?” the man in the hat said.

“What we don’t want is trouble,” I announced as we stopped halfway across the crumbling street. Seeing the situation unfold, people moved into their shops and storefronts and away from the impending violence.

I didn’t want there to be. I wasn’t in the mood for another fight with these people just because they were getting in my way. I simply wanted information so that I could track down the thief and get Imogen back from the clutches of the Inquisition.

But if these gangsters wanted to stand in my way, they wouldn’t last for long.

“Good, we don’t want no trouble either,” the lead man said. He was chubby and balding but had an unmistakable air of menace, like an animal waiting to strike at any moment.

“Excellent,” I said, wondering how exactly I should play this and looking back and forth between Alek and… no one. At some point, Lara had activated her stealth suit and shimmered away, so now it just looked like the two of us taking on this mob of mobsters.

“So, what can we do for you gentlemen?” the man at the front said, and I wondered if he was who had taken over for Resh. Though, if he was, I didn’t know why he wouldn’t be up in the tower.

“You can hand over Jimmy the Hat,” I said and lifted my chin in the direction of the man.

They all looked at each other and then laughed theatrically.

“Why would we send him with you?” the man asked and cracked his knuckles.

“Because we are representatives of the Conclave, and that man is wanted for questioning by the Consortium government. There’s a bounty on him, which I’m here to collect, and preventing me from doing so is a violation of universal law,” I announced, letting my own words carry heavy threat.

Alek, in his ceremonial armor, snorted like a rhino ready to charge.

For all their toughness, three out of the four of them looked like they were ready to tuck tail and run. They were older, and the days of street brawls were behind them. As ranking officers in the Cartel, they would undoubtedly have to commit violence from time to time, but it would always be for show and never a fair fight.

Now, they were faced with a tough choice, and only their leader looked ready to fight. The way he was staring at us, his eyes flicking back and forth and teeth gnashing, he seemed to welcome it.

“And if you find us to be in violation of universal law, what do you plan to do then?” he asked, and I watched as his fingers began to curl.

The others noticed, and the looks on their faces suggested they were readying themselves for a fight they didn’t want but that they couldn’t avoid.

Alek snorted again, and he seemed ready too.

I, on the other hand, just wasn’t in the mood. Perhaps it was seeing Mr. Fidler, or the moment with Lara prior to Alek spoiling it, but whatever the reason, I just wanted to end this without conflict.

“I don’t see that there’s any reason for it,” I said. “I grew up here, and I know that when you guys go away, it’s never for very long, and it’s true that the prison ship is like a luxury cruise liner… right? What’s it called again?”

“The relaxy maxy,” the youngest looking among them answered. “It’s a joke because it’s supposed to be a maximum-security vessel.”

“It isn’t funny if you explain it,” said the man in the hat.

The lead shot them a withering look. “Will you two shut the fuck up?”

“Sorry, boss,” they said simultaneously.

The only one who hadn’t spoken was Jimmy. He seemed confused that we were coming for him and him only and looked like he was ready to start running at any moment.

“All I’m saying is that you let us take Jimmy here to the Consortium, and he’ll just end up at the relaxy maxy, and then we all go about our merry way,” I offered in a light tone. “It doesn’t need to be anything more than that.”

Their leader cracked his neck and then spoke again. “Maybe you don’t tell us what it needs to be or not be.”

“That is the question,” Ned said in some fancy accent.

I raised my hands, palms flat in their direction, and smiled again. “Look, this really doesn’t need to be anything more than…”

But before I could finish, Lara’s blue blade sliced out of nowhere and stopped just in front of Jimmy’s neck.

“The Hat,” I said to the terrified man. “You just about ready to come with us?”

“I’ll go witchu,” he said, the fear blending his words together into a soup.

Their leader looked as though he was about to burst a gasket. “He ain’t going nowhere with nobody.”

“No, boss, I’m okay to do my time,” he said. “I appreciate what you’re doing, but this thing of ours is more important than taking on a grayass.”

Alek snorted again at the slur but wasn’t baited into charging.

“Hands behind your back,” Lara stated, her suit shimmering just a bit as she reached for cuffs.

Jimmy the Hat did as he was told, but the lead man looked out right homicidal. “You seem to know his name, but I didn’t catch yours.”

I was about to tell them that our names were not of their concern, but Lara hadn’t built a reputation as a bounty hunter by keeping a secret. “I’m Hunter Kilara Vex and that is Hunter Spears, and if you’re thinking about coming after us, I’ll let you know here and now that tougher guys than you have tried and every one of them has found out what a burial in space looks like.”

“Tougher guys than me?” the leader said through the smallest gap in his lips that was physically possible.

This was the first time Alek spoke. “Yes, tougher by a wide margin.”

That was all he needed to say.

While none of the other toughs moved, the leader lowered his shoulders and charged toward the Kyrog beside me. Neither Lara nor I moved, and, admittedly, I wasn’t even sure what the man’s plan was.

He might’ve been the toughest human on this planet, able to go toe to toe with brawlers or boxers (though even that I doubted), but he wasn’t strong enough to do anything against the behemoth he was facing down.

I had seen how this story would unfold in the past, and once again, all it was going to be was one quick swinging of the fists into the pudgy man’s face, and he’d be left in a whimpering heap on the ground.

Or at least that’s what we all expected.

Instead, when Alek swung, the man deftly dodged the blow, using his smaller size to evade the strike. Without making contact, the force of the swing caused Alek to stumble forward, and the mobster pulled a blade out from a concealed sheath behind his back. He swung the knife up and perfectly placed it into a gap in the armor.

He’d obviously never stabbed a Kyrog. The sharp, serrated edge was able to pierce the outer skin but only slightly and caused my friend to bellow in anger.

Before I even had time to pull out my stomper or do much of anything to help, Alek had reached down, grabbed the man’s arm, and yanked him so hard that I heard his shoulder pop. I watched the mobster’s arm flail as if independent from his body as he was thrown across the street.

He crashed into one of the metal tables, causing it and him to clatter to the ground. The other men were shocked, and I wondered what was going through their minds. Were they debating attacking us to save face, or were they simply going to allow this to happen and make up some excuse later on as to why they didn’t help.

Whatever the reason, nobody moved, and Lara began pushing Jimmy forward when she realized that his boss wasn’t getting up.

“Scoop him up, and we can collect the bounty on that idiot too,” Lara told Alek as she forced Jimmy up the street.

“Wasn’t part of our deal and might jeopardize what we got going,” he said quietly, but not so quietly that the other mobsters couldn’t hear.

“Oh, that’s right,” Lara groused. “That sucks.”

“It’s not always about the bounty,” I reminded her, but she looked at me as though I was speaking another language. Having spent much of her life being taught that the only focus should always be the next bounty, a comment like mine was undoubtedly still foreign to her.

As we began walking back in the direction of the bar, I turned to Alek. “Got yourself stabbed.”

“’Tis but a scratch,” Ned said as the Kyrog looked down at the small wound in his flank.

“Little bastard was quicker than I thought he would be,” he observed. “And even though he was foolish for thinking he could take me on, I had to respect his instinct to do it. Back on the homeworld, if you get called out, you’d better meet the challenge.”

“Even if there is no chance you win?” I asked, though Lutch had taught me something very similar.

“While the greater honor goes to the one who is victorious, honor is only lost if one does not arise to a challenge,” Alek explained. “None is lost by participating and losing. According to my culture, that man honored himself by facing me. Is it not the same for humans?”

“I don’t need to tell you that humans have as many beliefs as we have people,” I said, and Lara chuckled.

“He’s right,” she said. “Pretty much the only thing people can agree on is that we don’t agree. Probably why we wanted to expand throughout the entire universe. It was the only way there’d be enough space for everybody to do what they wanted and live according to their own views.”

“You are an… interesting… species,” Alek asserted.

The man who was being held with a gun in his back and a blade to his neck cleared his throat, reminding us that he was there. “I gotta ask you something.”

“What’s that?” I answered.

“Why me?”

Lara snorted. “You’re a wanted criminal with a bounty on you.”

“Sure,” he said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “But so were all of us out there, and you came for me. Why is that?”

Now, I couldn’t help but give him the only answer I could think of. “Because your nickname is stupid.”

“I’ll take him back to the ship and get everything secured while you go wrap things up here,” Lara said, shoving him more quickly up the street as we turned in the direction of the bar.

None of what we were doing was subtle and would almost certainly cause a problem between the gangsters, but we didn’t care about that. As long as we got the information now, these criminals who were trying to get a leg up on each other could fight all they wanted.

When we pushed our way into the Tavern, the bartender looked up at us and then made a show of looking at his wrist, even though he wasn’t wearing a watch.

“Bruta, your friends are back.” The woman in her shining outfit turned to face us, her whole body swirling, and she took an extra moment to stop moving. Though it looked like she might keep swiveling until she collapsed.

It was hard to believe that a person that perpetually drunk could function, and especially on a high level, but she seemed to make it work.

“That was quick,” she announced and pointed in the direction of the table we had been sitting at previously.

The two of us walked over. I sat, the wicker stretching and squeaking under my weight as Alek poked at the hole in his side with one of his broad fingers. The man had been a doctor back on his home planet and could easily triage his own injury.

Bruta sloshed over to us and then collapsed into the seat facing our direction.

This time, her henchmen didn’t follow but stayed on the far side of the bar, knowing that she wouldn’t want them eavesdropping.

“It’s done,” Alek intoned.

The woman smiled from ear to ear and ran both hands through her hair, spreading it outward and letting it settle wildly.

“Thank you kindly,” she said. “Now there’s just one more thing I need you to do before I can tell you the name of my contact.”

Alek growled, a deep resonant sound that shook the floor through his footpads. “No.”

For the first time since I’d met the woman, she stopped moving. It was as though somebody had hit the pause button on her, and she just froze in time.

Then it was as if someone inside her brain flicked the ON switch, and she blinked and looked between me and Alek.

“All right, no reason to get testy,” she said. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.”

“I won’t so long as she tells me what I came here to know,” he said, and I had to give him credit for getting better at this intimidating-Kyrog shtick.

“It was a Vekrass,” she said and then looked up at a gnat buzzing around. Her eyes followed it and then she snapped out a hand to grab it, but she missed by a lot.

“Damnit!” she said.

“Bruta!” Alek thundered, and the half-drunk beer sitting on the low table in front of us rattled.

The woman’s eyes shot up to us, and the look on her face made it obvious that she had entirely forgotten what she was talking about.

“Oh, right,” she said. “You two.”

“Yes,” he said, “us two. Now tell us the name of the Vekrass and where we can find him.”

“He’s called Clynt Nameless, and I have no idea where to find him.”

I stood, and we hurried toward the door without saying thank you or anything else to the woman.

“See you next time,” the bartender shouted after Alek, and I wondered if there would be a next time, or if Lara would get her way and we would never return here.

When we stepped out of the door, her way of thinking instantly became more appealing.
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“Hunter Spears, eh?” the man in the hat from the butcher shop said. He was not scared anymore and had half a dozen men standing behind him, all brandishing weapons of various sorts. There was a crowbar, broken broom handle, and a length of pipe, but when my eyes fell on one guy in the back, I had to say something.

“That one threatening us with a mannequin’s leg?” I asked incredulously.

Alek chuckled. “Seems that way.”

“Still wouldn’t feel good to be hit with,” Ned asserted.

The man had taken another step toward us, running his fingers down his collar as he did so to show off the brass knuckles he wore.

“You might not remember me, but I sure as hell remember you,” he said.

“Of course I remember you,” I said with a broad smile.

“Oh, really?”

I nodded vigorously. “Sure, it was only just a few minutes ago when we kicked the shit out of your boss.”

“Not that, you moron,” he snapped. “I remember you from when you were just a little scrapper who came in to meet with Resh.”

That was when it dawned on me where I had recognized him from. He had been there in the tower when we took in Resh. The scene had been too chaotic to remember anybody in particular, but that was how I had a vague recollection of the man’s face.

“Okay, so, to get this straight,” I said, “you’ve actually seen me kick the shit out of two of your bosses and decided to grab a couple of flunkies and let them see how I kick your ass too?”

The man tugged on the brim of his fedora. “Big talk for somebody so outnumbered.”

“He’s worth well more than six of your men,” I said, and Alek stretched, allowing his full wingspan to be on display.

The man in the hat put his balled fists on his hips and laughed with aplomb. “But what about ten?”

From around the sides of the bar came more guys with more weapons.

“I’ll give you points for presentation,” I said with a smirk, though I was feeling less confident now.

Alek was strong, but we were certainly severely outnumbered, and Lara wouldn’t be back anytime soon.

As I calculated what the next move would be, I did what I did best: I filled the time by running my mouth. “Is there something in particular that we can do for you? Something we can offer? I guess I’m just confused as to what this conversation is pertaining to.”

He grinned like a shark. “I think you and me both know what it is pertaining to and how it ends.”

“Is it a happy ending?” I asked, psyching myself up for the fight that I had been trying to avoid.

“For one of us,” he said with an ominous twinge and took another step toward us, closing the gap. His men followed, and the ones behind us closed in as well.

I needed to do something to tip the scales in our favor and once again surveyed our surroundings. This time, though, a rattling metal pipe affixed to the side of an elevated footbridge off to our right caught my eye.

“On three?” Alek whispered, and I gave a quick nod.

They moved to closing again, and I barked, “Three!”

As I did, I reached down and loosed my stomper from my side. I pointed it up at the pipe, then squeezed the trigger twice just in case the unreliable old weapon aimed the way it usually did. But, as I had hoped, one of the bullets landed true, tearing a large hole in the pipe and forcing the passing steam to spray out.

When I was a kid, the Consortium had turned our power off because Lutch had “forgotten to pay a bill” (for three months), and it was winter on Bussel. That night, after Lutch had sought some friends to help us out of the jam but before he could go to the government office and pay the bill, he pulled all the meat we had left in the fridge.

Stepping out onto the street, I looked up at my father in confusion. He simply smiled and led me over to one of the steam pipes that coursed through the city like veins.

“You know how I always tell you not to touch these?” he asked, fixing on me with his two right eyes.

“Yes,” I answered in a bored, irritated voice.

He slung the topmost piece of steak from the pile onto the rattling pipe beside the door where it turned horizontal. After a moment, the delectable smell of sizzling red meat filled my nose, and it elicited a slight smile. In spite of the fact that he couldn’t eat it himself, Lutch always kept meat in the house. I couldn’t help but appreciate what he did for me as he shook a little salt and pepper onto the side of the beef cooking on a pipe in the street.

That moment flashed in my mind as the white gas spewed down on two of the thugs, causing them to scream out in pain as their flesh was seared like my steak.

Scalding them set off a flurry of action immediately.

The others all rushed in toward us, but Alek moved at the same time, charging forward and shaking the ground until he shoulder-slammed one. The others quickly jumped out of the way just in time to avoid the charge.

The man in the hat and a few of his lackeys rushed at me, with his brass knuckles ready to strike, but I still had my stomper and was able to squeeze off a few shots, stopping them quite literally dead in their tracks and winging their leader. He clutched his bleeding shoulder and stopped coming at me, instead directing the others to attack.

Before I could shoot again, one of the men who came in from around the side of the building swung down with a pipe that cracked against my hand, causing me to drop my gun.

I turned, throwing up my hands defensively. Not that it mattered. The man standing in front of me was hurled to the side as he was struck by one of his compatriots who had been thrown across the street by Alek.

I didn’t have time to revel in the moment as I saw the thug whipping a length of chain coming at me. I threw my arm up and felt the metal wrap around my armored form. I pulled my encased arm toward me, dragging the attacker just close enough for me to jab with my other hand.

Knuckles crunched cartilage, and blood spewed instantly.

At the mere sight of it, one of the younger-looking attackers turned and ran up the street. It always amused me when people who thought they might make a living as a tough guy immediately broke under pressure. I had seen it in the past, and I would see it again.

Two of the mobsters rushed at Alek, who grabbed one of their heads and then the other, clapping them together like tomatoes. I had always thought of the skull as being pretty strong, but as the street filled with a crimson mist, I was mistaken.

It hadn’t taken long to thin their numbers, but the man with the leg came rushing toward me, brandishing it over his head as he ran. I reached across my body and pulled out the ball peen hammer from my toolbelt, then I swung it at his chest as he got within range.

While it cracked his ribs, he brought the leg down, the hard plastic thumping against my head and causing me to wince. It hurt more than I had expected, but my strike sent him staggering backward, causing him to collapse. He began wheezing in the street.

Alek swung to punch one more of our attackers, but she jumped out of the way. Looking at the two of us and seeing that the others who were still standing had started to flee, she did the same.

The man in the hat, wounded and panting, stared at what remained of his force.

“Three times,” I said, holding up three fingers. “That’s three times you watched me and my friends whoop your ass. Can we be done now?”

“No,” he said and began staggering toward us, raising his fists as he hobbled our way.

“Don’t do this,” I said. “I didn’t even want to have this fight, and it certainly doesn’t have to end like this.”

“Sure it does,” he said, continuing at us.

Alek moved one of the bodies out of the way with his foot and walked over to the man. The Kyrog took one quick swipe so hard on the side of his head that his entire body was thrown a few meters to the side. He landed on top of one of his groaning henchmen. His hat fluttered to the ground in the spot where had been standing a moment earlier.

He moved in an attempt to stand, but quickly collapsed back onto the ground.

“He made his choice,” I said with a grunt. “Scoop them up, and let’s get the credit for another gangster while we’re at it. Now that Bruta has given us a name, I’m tempted to go back for all of them, even her, but if we ever want to exchange information again, we can’t have a reputation for arresting everyone we deal with.”

“Smart,” Alec observed, lumbering over to the man formerly in a hat. He picked up the limp body while I went to retrieve my stomper.

A few of the thugs groaned to their feet but didn’t make a move to attack, knowing they were beaten. And before we had even made our way past a few buildings, repairmen were running to fix the leaking pipe.

If there was one thing Bussel was not short of, it was repair people.

Folks gawked at us as we strode in the direction of the parking lot of the game store. They would look up, stare for a moment and then go back about their business once we had passed. Though a chase was nothing new, nor was gang violence, seeing a blood-soaked Kyrog in battle armor stride along the street with a man slung over his shoulder was noticeable.

As we neared our destination, I stopped and told Alek to wait for me a moment. I hurried into a small supermarket and quickly grabbed a case of Bussel Brew. As I headed to the register, something in my gut called to me, and I grabbed a second one. This crappy beer was harder to find throughout the universe than I liked, and I wanted to have a small supply of my own on the ship. It was, in its own way, one of the few pleasant reminders of home.

I rejoined Alek, and if we thought we turned a lot of heads on the street as we passed through the hobby shop, we hadn’t seen anything yet. Now, every single person within sight stopped and stared. No matter what they were doing, they weren’t doing it as we cruised past and out into the rear where we boarded the ship.

Ned had us lifting off in no time, and Alek deposited the unconscious man into the converted bathroom we had turned into a holding cell. He was slumped on the toilet beside Jimmy, and I had to laugh at the two thugs brought so low so quickly.

When I reached the cockpit, Lara looked up at me with a serious expression on her face.

“Last time,” she said. “Let this be the last time.”

As Bussel receded away from us, I couldn’t make her any guarantees. I opened my mouth to respond but Ned chuckled and said, “I don’t know how to quit you.”
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The nearest Conclave enclave was a small space station not too far away. Pressed for time as we were and interested in finding Clynt as soon as possible, we didn’t want to waste a moment. The moment we got authorization to land in one of the few docking bays, we did.

Before I even reached the back of the ship, I could hear the men shouting and screaming and swearing and cursing.

Lara and I pulled out our weapons and had them at the ready when Alek opened the door and allowed the two men to come stumbling out. They started leveling threats and telling us what would happen to us if we didn’t return them to Bussel immediately.

It wasn’t anything we weren’t used to, and it didn’t take more than a few gestures with my stomper to get them moving.

As we disembarked the ship, Lara turned to me and whispered, “You know I have to do everything here now.”

I stopped talking. “Am I even allowed to step foot on here?” I asked, having a realization for the first time.

“Yes, just not on the Conclave,” she explained. “Until you retrieve your ceremonial weapon, you’re not allowed back there, and any of the recognition that you garner toward your next rank is put on hold as well.”

I sighed in irritation. “Just when I was starting to make a name for myself.”

“Woe to the hunter who is without the weapon who acts as their best friend,” she answered without question. To me, she took all of the ceremony a bit too seriously, but I was disappointed that I had allowed my weapon to be stolen from me.

The spear, which I had named Ron because Ned told me it was the name of a famous spear, had been taken back by Imogen before she was knocked unconscious and imprisoned.

I assumed John Gregory now had the weapon, and, in addition to saving Imogen and Vince, it was something else I needed to retrieve from the Inquisition.

“You think I’m the hunter who lost their ceremonial weapon the fastest?” I asked, and we continued down the ramp where we were met by a Conclave guard in shining brass armor.

“Two prisoners for transfer,” Lara informed him.

The guard nodded, their polished helmet glinting in the bright light of the bay. “For delivery to where?”

“Consortium open bounties,” Lara answered quickly.

The guard nodded again. “Consortium intake: second door on the right.”

“Thank you,” she said.

Alek began shoving the men forward once again, and they continued to mutter obscenities.

The look of the space station was different from any I had seen. Rather than the normal white plastic or shiny metal walls I was used to, the entire facility had been covered with lime-plaster, and many reliefs trimmed the ceiling. In place of the panel metal floors, cobblestone had been laid and grouted.

Once we left the docking bay, the halls were lit with electric candles set in sconces and little frescoes adorned the walls. As with so much of Conclave architecture, it felt like stepping into some other world or other time.

At the end of the hall, we stepped through a brick archway and out into a large circular space with a marble statue at its center. There was a training area off to the left, and as usual, a weapon and armor shop off to the right. A round bar encircled a cooktop, and a woman stood behind the bar smoking a cigar.

I thought she was wearing a blue shirt, but as I got closer, I saw that it was just that the entire top half of her body was tattooed up to the base of her neck. She didn’t greet us as we walked into the space and made our way toward the second door on the right, where another armored guard stood watch.

“Prisoner transfer,” Lara announced. “Hunter Kilara Vex and Hunter Spears depositing two bounties for the Consortium.”

The guard turned and entered the information into the computer. He turned back and squinted at me through the slit in his helmet.

“I know, I know, I’m going to get it back,” I said, but he didn’t say another word. Instead, he pulled the scanner out from its spot on the wall, the cord flopping to the floor, and then ran it over the two men’s faces.

Once he had finished, he sent the scanner back, then pressed a button that opened the wrought iron gate.

Two more guards stepped out quickly. They appraised the situation quickly, wordlessly escorting the prisoners away.

“Anything else?” the guard by the door asked, and Lara quickly answered.

“I didn’t see any bounty boards. Where can we get information on open targets?” she asked.

“The bar,” he replied, and as she turned away, I could see the confusion on Lara’s face.

The three of us walked back across the room, and as we sat at the bar, we got the answer to our question. Under a clear plastic top, computer screens faced up to the bar where you could look at information on targets while having a drink.

The bartender pushed off her chair. And when she strode over to us, plumes of smoke trailed from her mouth around her head.

At her approach, I got a more clear view of the tattoo. It appeared to be some ancient battle, two rows of combatants fighting with spears and swords while two great warriors met in the center atop a stone rise. In the sky, winged horses bore soldiers knocking one another down to earth.

It was intricate and colorful and stunningly artistic, but when she stopped in front of me and the canvas jiggled a little bit, I realized exactly what I had been staring at, and my eyes darted up.

“Like what you see, handsome?” she asked with a coy smile.

“Yes,” I answered. But seeing Lara’s astonished face out of the corner of my eye, I amended, “The art, I mean, is lovely.”

“Lovely?” the woman asked, cocking an eyebrow. And when she did, I had to appreciate that she really was an attractive woman. Her purple hair fell around her shoulders and matched her lipstick and smokey eyeshadow.

There was a time that I would have thoroughly enjoyed continuing this conversation while appreciating the canvas but given the circumstances, I thought better of it.

“It’s a nice tattoo,” I said flatly, trying not to sound too complimentary.

She smiled, looking me over. “Thanks, it’s a nice face you’ve got.”

It was hard not to feel good about that, but even a compliment from an attractive, topless woman wouldn’t distract me from what I knew I really wanted, and I turned to look at Lara.

“Can I buy you a drink?” I asked. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen her so surprised. She flushed, her pale skin turning bright red while she nodded.

“That might be the first time I’ve ever seen you do anything approximating smooth,” Ned whispered, but I could hear what almost sounded like pride in his tone. “Captain William West was quite the ladies’ man, so I’ve seen a lot of successful pickup lines, and that really wasn’t terrible.”

“I’ll take an Emortium Sour,” she said to the tattooed woman, who looked far less amused now that I had shown Lara all of my attention.

“And I’ll have…” I began, but before I could even get the words out, I was speaking to the woman’s back, which displayed the aftermath of the battle all the way down to her feet.

“Well,” Ned said, “maybe it wasn’t that smooth. William would’ve taken both of them home.”

I rolled my eyes, but when I turned back to Lara, she was beaming at me.

“I thought we were here to find out information on Clynt Nameless,” Alek said, and it brought the two of us right back to reality.

“Right,” Lara said, her voice back to business.

I peered over her shoulder while she slid the little keyboard out from the bar. When she did, the screen mounted under the plastic turned on, the green menu asking for her bounty hunter credentials. Once she provided them, she looked up the name of the Vekrass we were after. To my great disappointment, there was very little information on him, but there was a sizable bounty to his name.

And a bounty hunter was already assigned.

The topless bartender set down the drink in front of Lara, who muttered, “Shit.”

“What are you complaining about? You got the guy,” she said, and Lara looked up at her as though she was only just realizing the woman was there.

“This isn’t about you. Nothing is about you. Get lost,” she said in irritation. It was unnecessarily harsh, but when I saw the name of the hunter, I understood the reaction.

“Oh, what the hell is Mane Malik doing hunting this guy?” I groaned.

Lara picked up the green drink and then downed it in one shot. Even before she had set the glass down on the bar, she was standing.

“I don’t know, but if he’s after this guy, we don’t have any time to lose,” she said, and for the first time, it felt like she was really invested in this. Lara had said that she wanted to help Imogen, but she now seemed far more motivated than she had been.

The three of us rushed back to the ship, and as soon as we were in the cockpit, Ned spoke. “Setting a course for Královna,” he said, and I knew it was because he had seen that this was the location of Clynt’s last known associate.

The Buzzard took off, and it wasn’t long before we were in a gyre tube on our way to the planet.

Lara looked at me. “To answer your question, no.”

“What question?”

“You didn’t lose your weapon faster than anyone else.”

I smiled slightly. “Oh, no?”

She shook her head. “Nope. There’s an old story that hunters tell to the younger generation. I have to assume it’s based on some truth. They call it the Tragedy of Tad Trudsly.”

I don’t know if he was disinterested or had something else that he wanted to do, but Alek took this opportunity to leave the cockpit.

“Tad was a hunter whose reputation was growing faster than any of his peers and had been most recently bolstered by tracking down one of the heads of the Twelve Cartels,” she began.

“Like how I made my name,” I observed.

“Don’t interrupt,” she said, but there was no heat to her words. “Anyway, Tad stole a ring that projected a laser spike off of the body of the man he had arrested. It was a rare and powerful weapon, and he was excited to consecrate it to his name. But he was also a braggart.”

“Before he went to his consecration ceremony, he told everybody in the Conclave that he was going to be the next great hunter. At the bar prior to the ceremony, he made everybody listen as he named the weapon—like I did with you.”

I said, “And when he walked out, he activated the ring backward and impaled his own hand?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a scrapper. Not all lessons are about how you can hurt yourself if you don’t properly use a tool.”

“Huh, I hadn’t even realized I was thinking in those terms,” I admitted.

“As I was saying,” she said. “He walked out of his ceremony to reveal the name he had given the weapon and continued to brag to the other young hunters. But as he left the room, he held the ring aloft and then dropped it. All of the people he had assembled watched as it bounced off the stonework and then plunged right into a drain.”

“Oh, I get it, and that’s why all the drains in the Conclave are now covered,” I said as though I had solved the moral of the story.

Lara shook her head, but I could see she was smiling. “You really are a dingus…”

“You might be right about that,” I said with a smirk. “But I take your point. There was one idiot who lost their weapon even faster than I did.”

“You couldn’t have known she was going to go after Gregory like that.”

Lara’s words landed heavily.

“I know you’re beating yourself up for it, but none of this is your fault,” she assured me.

“I shouldn’t have let it happen like that,” I said, remembering the moment when Imogen stole the spear and ran back into the fray.

Lara shook her head. “It was all happening so fast, and she did something none of us expected. Even me.”

The guilt I felt. “I just wish things had happened differently. I wish we were hunting down Codename: Extinction right now rather than trying to find a way to break into one of the most secure structures in the universe.”

Lara chuckled at that one. “Well, no shit. But there’s nothing we can do to change the past. All we can do is keep moving to make it a better future.”

“We’re here,” Ned announced before I could answer, and I watched as we washed out into the space around Královna. “How much do you know about chess?”
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“Almost nothing,” I answered without hesitation.

Lara winced as though she had been asked something distasteful. “Enough.”

“Why?” I asked, but Ned didn’t answer for a long moment. Instead, he let us watch as we exited the cloud cover and out above the planet’s surface. In the distance was a large structure that looked like a medieval castle made out of glass.

As we neared, large, tended grounds all around the base of the castle became visible: hedge mazes and fountains surrounded a huge lawn set with rows and rows of tables that seemed to stretch on forever. At them, opponents faced off in a sea of chess matches.

“The theme of today’s episode,” Ned said, “is gaming.”

Lara grunted. “Meanwhile, I haven’t played a game of Warhero in way too long.”

“I would advise leaving your weapons on the ship and try to act slightly less… like yourselves,” Ned advised. “This is the foremost chess academy in the universe, and I very much doubt that they want bounty hunters striding around the grounds. Chess is a classy game played by classy individuals and…”

“We’re anything but classy?” I asked with a wry smile.

Ned made the sound of someone clearing the throat. “Some of you more than others.”

Lara cupped her hand over her mouth and spoke in a stage whisper. “He’s talking about you.”

“Yeah, I got that,” I said with a nod.

We made our way through the ship, but as we passed Alek’s door, we noticed that he had fallen asleep on his custom, reinforced cot.

“No need to wake him,” I said, but Lara was already heading toward the exit of the ship and had obviously made the same assessment.

Without wasting any time, we disembarked the ship and were instantly greeted by the smell of freshly cut grass. Warm light from the nearby star beat down on our faces, and birds chirped a melodic song welcoming us to the Královna Chess Academy.

A young woman in a blue blazer over a collared white shirt came hurrying over.

“Hi, I’m Anna C. The C is for my last name, but everyone calls me Anna Sea, s-e-a, because the planet I’m from is almost entirely water,” the blonde said with a hint of an accent I couldn’t place but I assumed was from her water-planet. “Are you here to pick up a student?”

“No,” I said. “We are here to speak with Charles Ansell.”

“Oh, wow, he’s popular today,” she said, confirming my suspicion that Mane had already been here.

Obviously, Lara had the same reaction, and the next question came out hurried. “Where is he?”

“In the auditorium overlooking the big board,” she said with an affable smile, gesturing in the direction of one of the buildings surrounding the glinting structure in the middle.

“Thank you,” we said, walking quickly and wordlessly in the direction of the large glass dome. Along the footpaths were students playing chess against one another. Young and old, human and alien, the only qualification for entry into the school seemed to be a love of the game.

Professors walked up and down the rows with their hands behind their backs gripping a switch. Every now and again, I would see a student make a move that a professor deemed incorrect and hear the whistle of a stick before it slapped against a hand or claw or tentacle.

“Did you have any questions while you were here?” Anna asked, and I was taken aback by the fact that she had been just behind us the whole time.

“I don’t,” I said and picked up my pace even more, but she was keeping pace with us and grinning at me like a child. Though, she was probably about the same age as Imogen.

The thought landed like a ton of bricks. I knew that we were going as quickly as we could, but it still felt like it was taking a brutalizing amount of time. And while this young woman was jogging beside me and thinking about her next game of chess, Imogen was being tormented for her role in helping to save the universe.

All of these people were blissfully unaware of the danger facing all living things and all systems, and the one person who could help me stop it was being held prisoner.

The people who were supposed to be protecting the citizens of the universe were undoubtedly torturing a person who wasn’t a criminal. This grim reality forced my feet forward across the checkered path lined with hedges cut into the shape of chess pieces.

I pushed through the doors of the glass dome, and inside was a large chessboard with more kids and blazers standing all around it. The only thing that differentiated them were little hats strapped to their heads bearing the symbols of the different pieces. I knew the game well enough to know, but when we entered, a man looked up from the rowed seats that encircled the board.

He was a Flenten, a species that I had only come across a handful of times. Their translucent skin made it possible to see their boneless innards, and when they moved, yellow points of light streaked throughout their bodies. Their shape was somewhat humanoid but more like a gelatinous clay rendition of the human form. Sculpted by a child. Or even worse, by me.

“Reset,” he shouted, his voice burbling out as the hole in the front of his face glowed and he turned to face us. The children behind him moved back into position. Their faces were reddened, sweat dripped onto the board below them. With the sun heating the dome and no active air conditioning, the place felt like a greenhouse.

“I’m Professor Ansell,” he announced, striding up the few steps to greet us and extending a… hand wasn’t quite the right word… so, appendage?

I took the slick, moist digit and shook it once, careful not to make a show of wiping my hand on my jacket once I was done. Lara did the same, and the Flenten appraised us with his big, glowing eye sockets.

“Shall I guess?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Sure.”

“You wish to know about my association with Clynt Nameless,” he said.

With a quick shake of the head. “Nope,” I answered. “I don’t care about your association, I just want to know where he is.”

“I won’t just give away information,” he said with an air of superiority. “But I’ll certainly play you for it.”

I sucked in a slow breath to keep myself calm. That was the last thing I wanted to hear at that moment.

Lara, sensing my frustration, spoke quickly. “Pawn to e4.”

The professor clapped his appendages together, the noise seeming like what I imagined smacking two fish together would sound like.

“Oh!” he gushed. “The Spanish opening. But I assure you, controlling the center of the board will not be so easy. I will start by moving to e5.”

As the two of them spoke, the students rushed out to take positions on the board, one of the children in a black hat now facing one of the children in a white hat.

My patience for nonsense was usually relatively high, but at this moment, thinking about the fact that this man had the information we needed and was choosing to play a game instead, was beginning to piss me off.

Clearly, Lara had the tact of playing along because she wanted to catch up with Mane and figured that giving the professor what he wanted was the quickest way.

“Knight to f3,” Lara said, and I noticed the hint of a smile on her face. She was having fun with this.

As was the kid who clattered two halves of some wooden sphere together and pretended to gallop forward into the position on the board.

As he did, the other students looked around with mild amusement as well.

“I hope all of you are taking notes,” the professor announced to them, and there were the half-hearted nods of assent that students gave their teachers the universe over.

“Just to clarify,” I said, my tone obviously annoyed, “if she beats you, you’ll tell us what we need to know.”

“She won’t beat me.”

The man spoke with such unequivocal certainty that it left little room for doubt. Lara’s face registered an insult, but only I knew her well enough to have seen the micro emotional flash of irritation.

“So, win or lose, you’ll tell us what we need to know?” I asked, wanting to make absolutely certain that what was already feeling like a waste of time wouldn’t be an utter waste of time.

“Certainly,” he said to me. Then he announced to his students, “Knight to c6.”

The allocated shuffled forward, putting no gallop into his movement, and my annoyance continued to build.

“Maybe you could just tell us and spare us the need to waste anymore of your time,” I suggested. Even though I had left my stomper on the ship, my hand moved toward the hammer in my toolbelt.

The man took no notice of the action and laughed, bright streaks of yellow light flaring around his mouth.

“A match against a new opponent is hardly a waste of time,” he announced and turned to Lara. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Bishop to b5,” she said by way of an answer.

“Perhaps you can tell your friend that he should just enjoy this class,” the professor suggested.

“No, I don’t think I will,” she said. “I’m just doing this to get the information.”

“Disappointing,” Charles asserted, “but understandable. I suppose I did force you into this game. A6.”

The children moved again and this time, Lara paused a moment and seemed to consider what move would be best rather than answering immediately. The children continued to fill in the spots as the two yelled instructions back and forth.

I didn’t know chess well enough to know exactly what the professor had anticipated and soon, he looked up from the board where he had been losing ground and said, “You won’t catch him you know.”

“Don’t try to distract me,” Lara said, but she was too wrapped up in the game.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Clynt is the greatest thief in the universe,” he answered quietly, though his students were cocking their ears to hear. “He’s infiltrated far more clever security than you two, and certainly more than the attractive man who was here before.”

Lara clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth in annoyance. I couldn’t guess as to what of the great many irksome things the man had said was bothering her or if it was the very fact that he was trying to draw her attention away by talking about other things.

“We’ve caught more than our fair share of extraordinary criminals,” I said, overinflating it a bit perhaps but trying to send the message that we weren’t intimidated. There was also something about the way he was talking that made it feel untrue.

If this man had stolen Inquisition items, I had no doubt that he was a prolific thief, but I doubted that he was the greatest in the universe. I had to assume that a person of that level would be so good that they wouldn’t even be on a bounty board. Or maybe it was just the name they went by on the “calling card” they left at elaborate crime scenes.

Or maybe that’s just what heist movies had me believing.

“You may have caught some, but you haven’t caught him,” Charles said.

“Bishop to b4,” Lara announced, and more kids shuffled around the room.

The professor’s body pulsed for a moment as he watched the board. “Would you like to know how I came to meet the greatest thief in the universe?”

“No,” Lara said, and I was surprised. She always wanted to know more about our targets, and when she was on the hunt, very little distracted her. But there was something about this game. Something about the way she was watching the pieces that seemed to be completely sidetracking her.

Normally, distractions and time-consuming activities like this were the kind of thing she avoided. I had seen her threaten more than her fair share of people with violence to avoid having to wait a moment longer than she had to. But something about this was different. Perhaps it was why I hadn’t forced the conversation despite my annoyance either. Because I was seeing the glint in her eye.

Even now, it felt like the only thing that she was seeing was the chess match. The fact that Mane Malik was one step ahead of us and she was spending any time focused on anything else only bolstered my belief.

Despite all that, I knew we were still on the hunt and that every little piece of information might make the difference. Who knows, maybe it would be the difference between us catching Clynt or Mane getting there first.

“Yes, how did you come to meet him?”

“Bishop to d5,” he said to his class, voice wavering a moment before he turned his glistening form back to me. “It all goes back to when I won the Four Divisions Cup on Emortium thirteen years ago, beating out Magnus Botez for the first time in my career. Now, I assume that I don’t have to tell you that he didn’t take kindly to this. Everyone knows the man is an egomaniac⁠—”

“Unlike you,” Ned said sarcastically.

“And it was the first time since he had entered professional life that he had lost the Cup. He even refused to shake my hand, which, if you know anything about sportsmanlike conduct, you know is an absolute no-no.

“Adding insult to injury, he didn’t attend the gala or present me with the Cup at the award ceremony. I had to just pick it off of the podium like some plebeian,” he complained.

He was about to continue but I had to cut in. “Is this story about Clynt or entirely about you?”

Yellow flashed in his mouth and eyes as they went wide with offense.

“Bishop to d5,” Lara said, and her eyes glinted then. I knew she was going to beat the professor.

He studied the board and wasted no time in saying, “Queen d5.”

The students moved again, then another one shuffled off the board and moved to sit in the first row of desks to watch.

As Lara thought, he continued. “To understand the context I met Clynt in, you must understand what preceded it. You can’t simply pick up a story in the middle and expect to understand.

“May I continue, or do you have any other superfluous assertions you’d like to make?”

I closed my eyes for a moment and took a slow, calming breath, happy that I had gone straight into a trade rather than spending years of my life being lectured by people like this.

“Please, continue,” I said, but before he spoke, Lara demanded another move, and he made one more.

“As though all his snubs weren’t bad enough, the man from whom I had rightfully won the Cup went to the Association and claimed that I was cheating. An investigation followed, and of course I was vindicated, but the change to my reputation will never heal. And there will always be a black cloud around my victory.”

“Couldn’t you just prove that you are the superior player by beating him the next year?” I asked, staring at some of the young people standing on the board and wondering what in the world could be going through their minds as they spend hours as literal living pawns.

“What happened in the following years is not relevant to the story!” he snapped, and a few snickers rippled around the room. His reaction alone made it pretty clear that he hadn’t won the Cup again in the intervening thirteen years. “What is relevant, is the fact that Magnus hired some pirates to steal my Cup.”

“They held me hostage and took what was rightfully mine. When I went to the Association, they said that I had no evidence to support my claim. That’s when I put out an open call to have somebody get it back for me.

“Whoever was the first to return it would be my hero.”

“Enter Clynt Nameless,” I said.

Lara used this moment to announce, “Queen c7.”

“Precisely,” he said to me, then he barked another move at his students. It was obvious that he was becoming frustrated, and now that I was gathering information and the game appeared to be moving forward more quickly, I was calming down. It wouldn’t be long before we got to Clynt and began to mount to our rescue of Imogen.

Lara called out another chess move, then Professor Ansell did and then my old friend again.

“He was able to steal back the Cup?” I asked.

Ansell was obviously frustrated. His anger was crystal clear in his otherwise burbling voice. “Yes,” he said to answer my question but seemed to have returned his attention to the match. What had begun as an obvious attempt to distract Lara had instead become something that he himself no longer wanted to focus on.

“Is that the end of the story?” I asked.

He flapped his hand at me in a dismissive gesture, and he and Lara went back and forth, finishing the game.

“Check: knight c4,” Lara said, a smile breaking out on her face.

The professor moved his king, but everyone in the room, myself included, knew that it was over for him.

They made a few more moves and I heard finally the word “checkmate” escape from Lara’s lips, and the professor gurgled with frustration.

“I demand a rematch,” he said like a petulant child. “That was beginners’ luck.”

The students were whispering and laughing quietly amongst themselves.

“Not a chance,” she stated. “Tell us where he is.”

“I’ll only tell you where he is if you play me again,” he said, and with that, all my patience with the situation evaporated. I pulled the hammer from the loop in my belt.

The mere threat was more than enough, and he said, “Okay, okay. A deal’s a deal.”

“Good,” I said, sliding the hammer away. “Where is he?”

“He has a hideout on Lassuun 2.”
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“Lassuun 2 was colonized because of the corals that grow there,” Ned informed us as we hurtled through space. “They support myriad life, and fish farming became a way of life on the planet after the fall of Earth. At least according to the records that I have been able to obtain.”

“Any idea why a Vekrass thief would set up a base of operations there?” I asked.

“If I had to guess, it would be because it is the least likely place of all,” Ned answered. “The planet is not a destination or tourist attraction. It’s just full of fish farmers who try to go about their lives in quiet solitude. Seems like the perfect place to lay low.”

“I just hope that we can get there before Mane does,” I said.

Ned grunted. “It’s safe to assume that Ansell gave the same information to him that he gave to us, and it’s not as if we have to follow some trail. We simply fly from one place to another. So, I don’t think there’s any reason to believe that we will get there first. Unless Mane decided to stop for burgers or something.”

I turned to Lara. “Am I correct in assuming that he is relentless when pursuing a target?”

She was just smiling into the gyre tube and only turned to look at me when she heard that I was posing her question. “What’s that? Who’s pursuing a target?”

“What’s with you?” I asked.

Ned chuckled through the speaker. “I’m pretty sure she’s still on cloud nine after defeating a Four Divisions Cup champion.”

“You know what,” she said, smiling from ear to ear. “I really am.”

“Why is that so important to you?” I asked.

She looked at me in surprise. “Because he is one of the best chess players in the universe. And I just kicked his ass.”

“It’s impressive, I just don’t understand why it’s so important to you,” I said. “You never played chess when we were little.”

She looked down at the floor for a second before looking back up at me. “Chess was something that Syn loved to play with me and always said that understanding it would help me to understand tactics and logic and would make me a better bounty hunter.”

I listened intently as she continued to speak.

“I didn’t take that seriously at first, but as I grew up,” she continued, “I began to understand that it was really true. We would play again and again, and he would beat me again and again. But every time, I would get better, and I would get smarter.

“While the Warhero cards were just for me, chess was something that we could do together. And, even though he would never admit it, I knew that he enjoyed our games as well. I guess that’s why it felt so good to beat the chess professor.”

“That makes sense,” I told her, always happy when she would give me any insight into the period of time when I hadn’t known her. “But do you think that Mane will be at Lassunn 2 already?”

“For sure,” she said. “He might have already captured Clynt. Even if he’s as good as Ansell asserted, I have to think that Mane is better. He might be a pompous prick, but he also is a damn good bounty hunter.”

I let my face fall flat. “You’re really inspiring a lot of confidence, here.”

“Just being honest, Hank,” she said, but even as she spoke, I could tell that she was still thinking about the chess match. And it made me glad that she allowed herself to be happy, even if just for a moment.

We were up against so much all the time, but it was nice to see she still had room for something that made her cheerful.

When we washed out into space around the blue planet, Lara and I both stood and then moved to the back of the ship to get ready. As we passed Alek’s room, we saw that he was still sleeping. The Kyrog didn’t sleep as often as we did (though he tended to rest whenever we would doze off) but when he did, it was for a long stretch.

I had learned from Lutch that it was virtually impossible to wake a sleeping Kyrog, and if you managed to do it, you would almost certainly regret it. So, rather than bringing him with us, we let the man sleep. It was possible that he had decided to leave midway through the conversation and take a snooze, but it was also possible that he lay down and was not expecting to fall asleep.

Either way, Lara and I were perfectly capable of hunting down the target ourselves.

As we began to prepare ourselves, Ned gave us more information through the speaker in the cargo hold.

“Universal law prohibits air traffic over most of the planet, so there’s only one landing pad. This will obviously make things both easier and more complicated because we have no idea what village Clynt has taken up residency in.”

The ship rattled as it descended toward the planet surface, and Ned brought us in for another smooth landing. I activated the ramp and then Lara and I walked out to one of the brightest planets I had ever seen in my life.

In addition to the sunlight glinting in a thousand points against the crystalline water, the coral that can be seen below the surface of the water just beyond the lip of the landing pad was multicolored and stunning.

The smell of saltwater hit my nose as I shielded my eyes against the light and blinked repeatedly to adjust.

“He’s here,” Lara said, pointing to a starship across the small platform set several meters above the water.

When my eyes adjusted, I looked over to see a long cylindrical starship with two circular thrusters at the rear and a curved cockpit at the front.

“Nope, no way,” I observed as I stared at it, starting to chuckle.

Ned laughed in my earpiece. “The guy seems like a prick, but this is a bit on the nose, don’t you think?”

At that, I couldn’t hold back from laughing.

“You two boys are so immature,” Lara said, but she couldn’t hide her own amusement. “That being said, we have to hurry.”

She gestured in the direction of a bridge that connected the landing pad to another circular platform where fishermen went about their business between low, tin buildings. The village was comprised of several of these raised metal circles topped with slight structures. But what was striking was how large the village was. As we came in for the landing, I noticed that it seemed to stretch on for a great distance until the vast water beyond.

The people who milled about wore very little and their skin was tanned by the star nearly to leather. Those who looked up at us grunted and then quickly returned to whatever they were doing. Looking around, it was hard to tell which, if any, of the buildings were open to the public and which were private.

Usually, we would try to find a bar or some local authority, but all of the short, rusted-out buildings were unmarked. Making the same assessment, Lara broke off and sashayed over to a man heaving a sopping net over to a repair bench.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said in a girlish, lilting tone.

He looked up at her in her full bounty hunter regalia and shook his head, before casting his eyes back down and simultaneously waving a dismissive hand.

Lara’s voice changed then. “How about we try this another way: you tell me where I can get some information, or we find out if you can breathe underwater.”

It was a hollow threat, but these intimidation tactics usually worked.

He looked up at her with exhausted, bloodshot eyes. “How about you suck a fish.”

It usually worked but didn’t always. She turned back to me. “Guess we just keep exploring,” she said and pointed in the direction of the building that was slightly larger than the ones around it.

We strode over to the door and then Lara knocked hard against it, getting her Bounty Hunter badge ready for presenting. As if that was going to help us here.

There was no answer, so we moved on to the next door, and then the next.

The man who was mending his net watched us the whole time. Eventually, he shouted, “Everyone’s out fishing.”

The way he said it made it clear that what he really meant was, “Go away.”

I strode back over toward him. “Want us to shove off? Tell me if you know a Vekrass who lives around here.”

His tanned hide flushed in the cheeks ever so slightly. “Don’t know anyone like that.”

“He’s lying,” I called back to Lara.

She fell in beside me, and the two of us looked down at where he was working amidst a puddle on the deck of the platform.

“He sure is,” she agreed.

Folding my arms across my chest, I stared down at him wearing my most intimidating face.

“You understand there are consequences for hindering a Conclave investigation, yes?” Lara asked.

“I don’t want any trouble,” he said as he went back to repairing his net.

We both moved closer, the sound of the waves lapping against the platform was all that could be heard.

“Then don’t make any for yourself,” she said.

Though he was looking down, everything about his body language suggested that he was entirely focused on us.

“How much did he pay you?” Lara asked finally, and that got his full attention.

Though he didn’t look up, he muttered, “Quite a bit.”

“Point us in the right direction, and we’ll give you quite a bit more,” Lara offered, and the man’s head bobbed up and down.

Very quickly, he extended his arm out in the direction of one of the bridges leading away. “Platform Nine,” he said under his breath and then returned to his net as though nothing had transpired. “You pay me on the way back to your ship.”

“Of course,” Lara said right before the two of us followed his gesture.

We hurried across platform after platform, only greeted once by a man on Platform Seven who shouted at us to rent his “skimmers” for a tour around the village. But when I looked over, expecting to see some kind of small craft, I was instead met with the vision of a strange bulbous fish with enough of its back protruding out of the water for a small saddle.

Several of them were penned just off the side of the platform. When the man caught me looking, he tried to wave me over, but I turned quickly back in the direction we were walking.

As we passed over the footbridge, I looked down to see huge schools of fish swirling beneath us, moving this way and that in what looked like a choreographed dance. Bussel had some bogs and a mud-brown lake but nothing that supported aquatic life like this, and it was hard not to be amazed by the creatures.

My intention was torn away when I heard the roar of an engine.

I stopped and stared in the direction, Lara doing the same.

After a moment, a one-man runabout came tearing out from between the platforms, white water spraying into the air in its wake. Sitting atop the underwater engine was a Vekrass wearing a vest with a bandolier, dark pants under rawhide chaps, and a cowboy hat.

“Yee-haw,” he shouted as he streaked by. He was immediately followed by a boat being driven by a young woman. On the back, holding onto a rope and with one leg up on the back of the pilot’s chair, was Mane Malik.

“Shit!” Lara cried.
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Both of us turned as quickly as we could. We rushed back to the man and his skimmers, shouting to him as we went. He nodded frantically, whistling and slapping the water to get the attention of the beasts. Several swam over, and he tossed them a fish as a reward.

Looking back at us, he waved and pointed to the saddles.

“We’ll pay you when we get back,” I shouted as I ran. But when we neared the edge of the dock overlooking the little pen, Lara stopped short. I didn’t know what her hesitation was, but I didn’t have time to ask. Instead, I rushed by her and hopped onto the back of a skimmer. The moment I did, it flapped its fins, and off we went.

I was submerged up to my knees, and water splashed everywhere as the creature swam forward. It bucked, and I gripped the saddle just as it lurched up, then hurtled through the air and out of the pen. I didn’t have time to wonder why the skimmers didn’t all just choose to escape if they could do it so easily.

I grunted some sound to try to make it go faster and pointed in the direction of the bounty hunter pursuing the thief before quickly turning back to see Lara uneasily mounting her skimmer. It was going to be up to me.

The skimmer was a dark purple color with skin that shimmered under the water. It had a long neck that was out in front of us, and its head darted this way and that. Its fins pumped, flipping up and down and shooting us forward toward the spraying wake of the two craft in front of us.

Through the water, Mane looked back at me, and I could see, even in the distance, his face displayed an instant air of superiority. According to Conclave rules, I wasn’t allowed to hinder his hunting in any way, but I could try to catch Clynt myself. Whoever got him first would claim the bounty, and there was nothing else to it.

Though I couldn’t hear over the roar of the engines and the slapping of the sea, I saw him shout something at the woman driving him. The space we were traversing in between the platforms wasn’t very wide, but she began piloting the boat back and forth across the canal, spraying water into the sky and causing ripples to gush back at me.

The skimmer, of course, was unbothered by the choppy conditions. It was hard enough to see in the bright light while hurtling forward on the back of a sea beast without additionally being sprayed with the chop, so I had to throw one hand up to block my face.

Checking behind me, I saw Lara in the distance, but she wasn’t keeping pace, so I spurred my skimmer on and dug in my heels to press us forward. The beast pumped harder, its fins stroking under the water with such incredible force that we began to close in on Mane.

It was nearly impossible to see past him and tell how close, if at all, he was to our mutual target. But the man seemed more focused on me than on the thief.

Knowing how cocky he was, I assumed he believed that he could mess with me and, once I was out of the way, acquire his goal without much incident. Unfortunately, his reputation had me believing that it probably wasn’t that far from the truth.

For, as adept as a bounty hunter as I had become, Mane was considered the best of the best.

On one of the platforms, two children who were playing stopped and stared as the chase hurtled past them. They clapped and cheered and watched as we flew by them.

Mane pulled out a gun, and I saw him point it forward.

That was the worst-case scenario. The last thing I needed was for him to kill the thief I needed information from. Once again, I spurred the skimmer on, trying to get him to catch up with the boat speeding ahead of me. But it was going as fast as it could, and Mane, rather than shooting the target, fired once upward and into the support ropes of the net full of fish hanging above the canal.

He sped forward just before the net pulled apart, dropping fish slapping down on me and my mount. It didn’t do much to stop us, but the vile stench was enough to make my blood boil. To say nothing of the fact that it was totally unnecessary.

I had to find a way to outsmart him.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one thinking this, and even more than needing to deal with Mane, I needed to be sure I caught the target.

“Ned,” I shouted. “Take the Buzzard up and see if you can figure out a way to tell which direction Clynt is going to head so I can take an alternate route and head him off.”

“Wish that I could,” Ned answered. “But it’s against the law to hover over the planet, remember? And the last thing we need right now is to bring the Inquisition to us.”

When the words hit my ear, I considered if perhaps it actually was a good idea. Rather than spinning my wheels endlessly trying to figure out a way to sneak into the Inquisition, maybe I could just bring them to me and deal with them head-on.

But that was the thought of a desperate man. It was foolish and reckless and would only get us killed. Or, best case scenario, a prison cell beside Imogen.

No. I needed to keep at this. I was getting close, and if I could just capture the thief, I could mount this rescue operation.

“But I might be able to do something for you,” Ned informed me. “I’m intruding into the village security systems now, and maybe I’ll be able to help you from there.”

That was something, anyway.

But in the meantime, I had to figure out a way to slow Mane.

Through the spraying mist, I looked at the platforms blowing by on either side of me. There was nothing remarkable or particularly useful. An occasional fisherman wasn’t anything I can make use of.

I reached down and pulled out my stomper, but as I pointed it forward, considering ways that I could knock out their engine, I realized I was just as likely to shoot Mane in the back or blow up his apparatus as I was to disable the vehicle. Plus, no matter how hard I could try to convince myself otherwise, it would be a pretty flagrant violation of Conclave rules.

Another plume of water went up in front of the bounty hunter when Clynt turned and headed into a much more narrow space between two platforms.

Mane’s pilot turned also, spinning at ninety degrees as quickly as she could and then rocketing into the enclosed space. My skimmer, understanding the assignment, turned as well and made a hard but smooth turn into the alleyway.

It was tight on both sides and jagged barnacles jutted out at me from the sides of the platforms. One wrong move, and I was going to get a closer shave than I ever wanted. The pilot was having a hard time keeping her ship steady at such great speeds and had to slow, giving my skimmer a chance to close in.

The stomper was still in my hand. I raised it but once again realized the futility of this idea. Firing a bullet into a moving boat with such precision as to disable its engine would be a tricky shot. Doing so in the wake of said boat while riding some flapping sea beast with a weapon whose best days were long before you were born was tantamount to madness.

But there was a light at the end of the tunnel. Or, more accurately, open water at the end of the alleyway.

Clynt shot out first with Mane right behind and me following as quickly as the skimmer would take me. Rippling water spread out in front of us, but in the distance was another village, and the thief seemed to be making straight for it.

If he is half as good as Professor Ansell had asserted, Mane and I might be following him right into a trap.

The skimmer shifted slightly right so I was no longer in the spray of the bounty hunter’s small boat, but their pilot noticed and shifted in front of me. They moved this way and that to ensure that I wouldn’t be able to pass.

Stealing a glance back, I didn’t even see Lara anymore.

But out of the corner of my eye, I saw more people and skimmers cutting across the water in our direction. At first I thought that maybe they were some kind of local police coming to stop us, but then I saw that there were people on the front piloting the sea beasts and others riding on the back just like Mane was, but holding harpoons that they were throwing into the water.

“Would you look at that,” Ned said almost in wonderment as the other chase cut across the water in our direction. “I believe those people are hunting a local apex predator.”

“I don’t care about that right now,” I shouted, trying to focus on catching up to the bounty hunter boat.

But, as usual, my words didn’t deter him. “You see, with the overabundance of farmed fish in the area, the fish-eating predators also grew in numbers as a result. Of course, this is problematic for the local businessmen, but, having learned through human history what happens if you completely eliminate a native species, they only cull a certain amount. This maintains the local ecosystem while also not hindering fish mongering. Isn’t that fascinating?”

“Yes,” I shouted. “But also…”

“Shut up?”

“Yes!”

“Copy that,” he said. “Also, as you are out on the water, my intrusion into the security systems won’t be of much help to you.”

In another context, I would’ve made some smart-alecky response but, soaking wet, stinking of fish and in a chase that I didn’t feel like I could win, I didn’t have much to say.

So I just spurred on the skimmer and tried to close the gap.

But the fishermen with their harpoons were on an intercept course too.

As we raced toward the far village, the water just off to the left began to shift and ripple. Whatever the fishermen were chasing was big. Really big.

Clynt had to tilt his runabout, spraying another sheet of water as he rocketed around the creature. More harpoons flew and pierced the back of the animal as it continued to rise out of the water in our way. Blood streaked its scaly green back from the puncture sites.

Huge spikes protruded from its back, and as more of its flank cleared the water, I saw additional massive barbs along its sides. Its fins were similarly adorned with points, and it surveyed the scene from the side of its piercing, toothy face.

Mane’s pilot had to bank hard and nearly spun out as she took a hard right to follow in the same direction as the beast and its pursuers.

More harpoons whistled through the air, glancing into the side of the creature who bellowed and splashed with its fins, causing all of us to lurch and thrash.

But my skimmer kept racing forward, and soon I was sure we were going to crash straight into the spikes at the side, but at the last moment, I felt it dive ever so slightly, pumping its fins and hurling us up once again.

My stomach dropped as we soared through the air, and I watched the huge points along the beast's back get closer and closer. For a moment it seemed as if we were going to impale ourselves on its back, and I sucked in a salty, wet breath.

But we cleared the spikes and continued over the creature’s back.

“Add Free Willy to the list of movies to show you,” Ned cried.

Splashing down in the water on the other side, I was entirely submerged for a moment before the skimmer pumped its fins and sent us shooting forward.

Blinking the water out of my eyes and coughing out the seawater, I tried to survey the situation. Clynt was still in front of us, but now Mane was on the other side of the sea beast. Checking over my shoulder, I saw that they still hadn’t cleared the side of the animal though the roar of their engine was close.

This was my moment, and I spurred the skimmer again with my heels and called for it to catch up with the thief.
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Mane’s pilot pulled their little ship out from around the front of the beast as it bellowed again, more harpoons spearing its flesh. Just then, it breached, and its full body streaked into the sky, blood and water in its wake. Then it slammed down, an explosion ripping out in every direction from the frothy sea.

The bounty hunter’s ship was thrown forward on the rippling water but held strong and was already closing in behind me. My skimmer pumped forward as hard as it could, keeping pace with Clynt’s vessel.

But now he was getting close to the other village, and as we approached, I saw him making his way toward a small triangle set just off the front of one of the platforms. Cutting across the water, the nose of his vessel slid up what I realized was a ramp. He hurtled through the air and then landed up onto the platform.

It was still sliding across the dock when Clynt sprang off the seat and up onto the roof of one of the fisherman's huts. Someone down the street screamed curses at him as he skittered across the roof as my skimmer began to slow when we approached the platform.

I had no choice, and though it had jumped twice previously, I didn’t expect my ride to jump up onto dry land, so instead I grasped the horn of the saddle and began shifting into an upright position. It was wet and difficult, but the weight of my armor helped, and I was able to shift into a crouching position while gripping onto the horn for dear life.

My face was sprayed as we neared, and I squinted into the water, choosing my moment carefully. The skimmer, instinctively knowing not to hit the base of the platform, turned at the last moment and just then, I jumped. The force of the spin combined with that of my extension propelled me up and toward the platform.

There was a moment when I thought I might land gracefully, but as the metal rushed up to greet me, the best I could do was throw up my hands, which slammed against the ground and somewhat broke my fall. But there was no time to waste, and I leaped to my feet as soon as I could, then began running in the direction of the thief rushing away from me.

“Interestingly,” Ned put in as I pumped my arms and stared at the Vekrass tail on the rooftops in front of me, “there are several encryptions and firewalls on the security systems in this town, unlike the last one.”

I had a guess as to why, but before I could even hypothesize, I was proven right.

Clynt’s tail flicked against a lever on the roof a few houses ahead of me and when it did, I heard several small pops under the paneling up the path I was running along.

It was a scrapper’s instinct to always be aware of your footing. Moving through old rusted-out ships and desiccated villages, you could never be certain that your next step would be a sure one. As a result, I always felt as if I had a more keen awareness of where I was about to place my weight.

So, when the panel fell away and dropped into the pristine ocean below, causing a school of fish to scatter, I was prepared. Lucky for me, all of the flooring here seemed to be made with grooved metal that had grips for boots so, though I was soaking wet, I was able to jump over the new gap and land on the other side without skidding.

“Seems like Clynt has this village booby-trapped,” I panted, back up on my feet and running.

A man pushed a cart full of octopi into my path, and though I shouted for him to get out of the way, I had to once again jump for it. I cleared the cart, but only just.

“Ah, and I’m sure he is the one who is preventing my intrusion,” Ned assessed as though that wasn’t blatantly obvious.

Behind me, I heard a crash and looked back just long enough to see Mane Malik’s small craft smashed against the platform. But then I heard a sound from in front of me and turned back. Not seeing what it was, I stopped just in front of one of the walls along the alleyway as it came rocketing across the space in front of me. It slammed into the metal siding across from it and would have turned me into the jelly of a wall sandwich.

I leaped over the extending arm that had sprung the wall panel and then continued to run forward, chasing after the Vekrass who was quickly putting a great deal of distance between us.

“I’m trying to get into the security cameras but I’m really having a helluva time,” Ned informed me. “Credit where credit is due, this thief’s protected himself well.”

That didn’t help me.

I heaved myself forward and tried to keep pace with the species that was far nimbler than me, who knew his way and that set traps that felt nearly impossible.

Checking behind me one more time, I saw Mane holding what looked like a briefcase and rushing off in a different direction. All I could hope was that he would be as delayed by Clynt’s traps as I had been.

At least I saw the next one coming soon after following Clynt to the right down an alleyway. The moment I turned, my eyes fell on several long slits cut into one of the walls and so I planted my foot, stopping myself short just in front of them.

I reached into one of the pouches at my side and pulled out a handful of washers and nuts. Wasting no time, I threw them forward, and as expected, a series of sharp objects bisected the air, whistling through the slits and across the alleyway, clanging against the far wall.

“That one would have just straight up killed you,” Ned observed.

Staring at the sharp objects, I had to agree. “Or anyone else who would’ve just walked through this place.” I said, already breaking back into a run, though I could only see a quick bobbing of Clynt’s head in the distance every now and again.

“This is stupid,” I muttered to myself and turned to survey the alley. Just off to one side was a net hanging off two hooks affixed to the roof of one of the houses to dry. I hurried over and grabbed the netting, testing if it would hold my weight.

It yawned and stretched against the pull but seemed to hold so I began climbing. It wasn’t long before I was up on the roof and looking out over the vast, flat village. Since nearly none of the buildings were more than a single story and they were all made of the same material, it just looked a bit like a big metal parking lot in the middle of the ocean.

As a result, I could see Clynt in the distance and broke into a dead sprint, clattering across rooftops and shaking the buildings as I went. But they were built to withstand the conditions on this planet and were sturdy enough to support me as I hurried.

The Vekrass looked back to see me and wasted no time in shooting first. He didn’t know that I needed him alive, but he certainly didn’t care if I lived or died. From a tan holster on his hip, he pulled a revolver and fired once, sending a bullet shrieking in my direction.

The shot went wide but was enough to cause me to juke and start running side to side to avoid getting hit. He didn’t fire another, but instead he got low and began bounding away once again.

With the sun beating down on me and everything under my armor soaking wet, keeping pace was becoming increasingly difficult, and my breaths were firing out in short, ragged succession.

My body ached, but I was so close and knew I had to keep going.

He stopped and turned again, this time taking aim with two claws. I jumped back and forth, left and right, like I was trying to avoid a tackle, but when he shot, I knew his aim was good and the bullet slammed against my chest plate.

The impact threw me back, and when my full weight slammed down against one of the roofs, it collapsed inward. One second I was running forward, and the next I was falling through a building.

All the air was slammed from my lungs as the roof hit the ground. Gasping, I looked around to see if we had landed on anyone, but from the state of the building and the amount of rust, I gathered that it was almost certainly an abandoned home.

“He’s getting away,” Ned said as though I needed a reminder.

So I groaned to my feet, then jumped up onto a refrigerator that had survived the collapsing roof and used it to hoist myself back up on top of the building.

He was much farther now, but my anger at the situation inspired my body to work overtime, and I began running faster than I could remember moving in a long time. Clanging along the roofs, I rushed toward the Vekrass, who was looking as if he was beginning to slow down.

It was time to turn the tables on him.

I once again scanned the surroundings for anything that I could use to stymie him but wasn’t sure what, if anything, would work. A balcony here, a net full of fish there, a clothesline, nothing particularly helpful.

And then I saw, in the distance, a long pole covered in satellite dishes jutting up. Rust covered the pole, and it was tethered into places with cabling that appeared to be bracing against the conditions.

It was a longshot, but it was something.

I pulled the energy weapon I hardly used out from my belt and pointed it off to one side of him, but not where the satellites were. I squeezed the trigger and sent a bright purple beam steering through the space between us, and when he saw it, he broke right. My plan worked: the shot had scared him in the other direction, and now he was rushing toward the pole.

Running and aiming, I realized there was no chance I’d be able to hit a cable from this distance, so I stopped for just a moment, held my breath, and lined up the shot. I fired twice, as I often did in these critical moments, and hoped.

One of the beams sliced right into the cable, and it snapped and pulled away. I expected the pole to immediately come crashing down, but almost nothing ever happens exactly as planned, and despite my best efforts, it just stood there.

Clynt kept rushing away from me, so I shifted my aim and shot the base of the pole right in the rust.

That did it.

When the energy bolt struck the spot, it immediately weakened the pole, which squeaked before beginning to collapse. I could see the thief’s reaction to what was happening, and he sprang out of the way just in time, then he fell down to the street below between two houses.

The pole slammed down in the middle of the street beside him in an eruption of sparks and ricocheting metal. One of the dishes was heavy enough to come off its fixture and plunge through the flooring to the depths below.

I didn’t see Clynt move, so I took the opportunity to close in on him, keeping my weapon at the ready in case he emerged from where he had landed. The massive smoking pole would keep him from darting in the other direction.

I leaped down onto the street around a display table of fishhooks toward the spot where the Vekrass had fallen. He didn’t know that I wouldn’t kill him, so I kept my energy weapon at the ready as I rounded the corner.

When I turned, I did want to pull the trigger.
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“You did better than I expected you would,” Mane Malik said and ran his fingers through his hair. “Given your… inexperience…”

He was standing beside a metal box about half his height, poked with air holes. What I had earlier taken to be a briefcase was actually, apparently, a telescoping trap.

The box shook, and I heard muffled curses emanating from within.

My eyes darted from the box to the man beside it.

“I need that bounty,” I said, letting my words come across hard.

Half his mouth turned up. “You ‘need’ it but just not quite enough to get here first, eh?”

“I am the one who made it so you could catch him by bringing the pole down!” I noted, and Mane laughed, his gaze moving over my shoulder.

I spun just in time to see a man in a loincloth coming at me with a curved blade. “You are the one who brought down our array?” he demanded, leveling the blood-soaked knife at me.

“You can inform the Conclave and bill the Consortium,” I said, but that answer was obviously not to his liking.

His sun-soaked skin glistened under a sheen of sweat as he gritted his teeth and continued to point to me with the blade. Knowing that he couldn’t act didn’t stop him from wanting to drive it into my chest. Though, if he actually charged me, the combat would be short and not go the direction he wanted.

“There’s nothing to be gained by standing there, friend,” Mane said with an overly exaggerated air of sociability. “The Consortium will send a repair crew to deal with this in due time.”

“Due time?” he demanded, throwing his arms out wide. “This is how we communicate with the other villages and with the traders. Your action scene has done great harm to our village.”

Mane chuckled, and the box beside him shook again. “The damage done to property in pursuit of a wanted criminal will be repaired or repaid by the Consortium under universal law. If you don’t like the way things are done, the office of your Sectoral Governor has a complete line open all of the time, waiting to receive your messages.”

The bounty hunter had obviously done this countless times before, and when faced with a wall of red tape, the fishermen backed down. His hand dropped and his shoulders fell.

“There’s nothing more defeated than a man betrayed by his government,” Ned said miserably, once again dismayed by the state of things. “My programming wants me to believe that the people of this village will be promptly repaid, and a repair crew will be dispatched presently, but I’ve seen too much now to believe that.”

The fisherman slinked away, and I turned back to Mane, who was grinning at me with an unmistakable superiority. What was frustrating was not just that he was so cocky, but that he had the skills to back it up. It would be one thing if he was an imposter and I could hate him for his overinflated sense of ego, but it was worse that the ego was justified.

I holstered the weapon still in my hand and let my face soften. “Listen, Mane, I really need that bounty.”

“I’m sure you do,” he said in a way that made it sound as though he was mocking my very existence. “But I don’t know what you expect from me. Would you like me just to give you the bounty that I rightfully caught? Would you like me to pay off his bounty and hand him over to you? Or perhaps you would like to just take the box with you…”

One of the things he said stood out as a possibility. I was about to speak when Lara and Mane’s pilot showed up at the same time. Surveying the scene, Lara grimaced, whereas the pilot beamed. Now that I could get a good look at her, I was not surprised to see that she was wearing an unnecessarily skimpy wetsuit and had a bag of Mane’s belongings strapped to her back.

“Kilara Vex, meet my new apprentice—” he began, but Lara held up a hand.

“Not interested,” she said, and the young woman beside her balked.

Mane, too, acted offended. “Kilara, I expect better of you. The next generation of hunters need our support, and I was, in fact, inspired by your taking this ragamuffin under your wing”—he gestured in my direction—“as part of the reason I decided to take on my first apprentice.”

“Oh, sure,” Lara mocked. “I’m sure it has everything to do with your altruistic intentions and nothing to do with the fact that her entire ass is on display.”

The apprentice looked at Lara with utter offense. “It helps with mobility,” she said, but Lara waved her away.

“Whatever you say, sweetheart,” she said with a laugh.

I needed to get this situation back on track and stop wasting time. “What if we pay off his bounty right here, right now? Would you hand him over to us?”

“I don’t know that I would, but I could release him on his own recognizance if you were to pay off the bounty,” he said. I knew that he was waiting for me to start speaking so that he could cut me off and finish his thought.

Lara didn’t pick up on that and started to speak. “What if—” she began, but as I predicted, he continued to speak.

“I don’t know why I would do such a thing when I could get the credit for bringing in someone who many consider to be a reasonably good thief,” he said, and at that, the box shook again angrily.

“Some say he’s the best thief in the universe,” I noted, knowing that I would need to get Clynt to help me if I could somehow convince Mane to turn him over.

Mane scoffed. “The best thief in the universe would never have been caught in a trap like this and would certainly not have let someone like you get as close to catching him as you did.”

“Be that as it may,” I began, my irritation with the man beginning to really rise, “would you please allow me to pay off the bounty so that I can have a conversation with him?”

“See, was that so hard?” Mane asked. “But no.”

Lara took a step forward as though she was going to punch him right in the nose, but I gestured with one hand subtly for her to stop, and it worked.

“There has to be something I can offer you in exchange for letting me pay off the bounty,” I said, with as resigned and friendly a tone as I could muster. “I spent my whole life repairing ships. I can certainly make some upgrades to yours if you wanted.”

He looked at me pityingly. “There is no world in which I would allow your greasy, dirty hands to stroke the Spear Tip.”

Ned barked a laugh. “You gotta admire someone who is so unabashedly… themselves…” he said. “Captain William West was like that too.”

“But there might be something that could get me to accept your deal,” he said, his eyes running lasciviously over Lara.

“What?” I demanded, having to remind myself what was at stake.

“I think you know what,” he said, grinning at her and running his fingers through his hair again.

I shook my head. “She’s not some kind of bargaining chip. She’s a human being with⁠—”

But he cut me off, holding up his hands and saying, “Whoa, whoa, I just meant if she would agree to go to dinner with me. Not that she would take his place in the box… unless she’s into that sort of thing…”

“Absolutely not,” I said, letting my voice carry no question.

Lara shook her head at me. “It’s just dinner,” she said.

“That’s what you said last time.” Mane winked, and his apprentice flushed. I wondered if she had fallen for the same lines too.

“No,” I said again. “There has to be some other way.”

Mane looked at me with a raised eyebrow, and I wondered if he was anticipating an offer of a bribe.

“I’ll go out to dinner with you,” I offered, and the man’s face fell, but Ned guffawed in my ear. “I make really good conversation and have been told I give excellent shoulder massages.”

“You’re not really my type,” he stated plainly, and I couldn’t help but remember the moment Imogen had said something similar. Thinking of her reminded me exactly what I was doing, so I decided to offer him the one thing that people around the universe always seemed to want.

“How about, I’ll owe you one,” I offered, and that seemed to spark his interest.

There had been a time when we were at our absolute worst and had eaten every last morsel in our fridge, when Lutch told me to grab my jacket and guided me out the door to a nearby restaurant where he had a decent relationship with the owner.

On the walk, I had asked him how he planned to pay for the meal when we had no money and no prospects of another job coming in. Luckily, a day and a half later, a ship came to town needing a part that only we had, which floated us for a while longer. Of course, neither of us knew that at the time, and I looked up at him with worried eyes.

“Watch this,” he said and he pushed the door open, then he strode past the maître d’ and over to the proprietor, who was sitting at one of the tables in the back, reading the newspaper.

The two men bantered back and forth, making small talk before Lutch eventually explained that we were hungry but had no money. The restaurateur didn’t throw us out but obviously wasn’t going to let us eat for free either. He had his own mouth to feed, and I didn’t grudge him for not wanting to offer charity.

The conversation continued at a bit of a stalemate until Lutch finally said, “How about, I’ll owe you one.”

At that, the man grudgingly nodded, waving us in the direction of one of the tables and telling his waiter to take care of us.

The food at that place was honestly pretty terrible, but that meal was one of the best I had ever eaten, and the leftovers got us through until we were paid for installing the ship part a few days later.

And a few years later, when the restaurateur had fallen on hard times of his own and needed his walk-in freezer repaired, Lutch fixed it for free with no questions asked.

As we walked home that night, I looked up at my father and asked, “Will it be worth it? He could come back at us demanding just about anything.”

Lutch shook his head. “You might be right, kiddo, but that’s not how I see it. I think everybody’s just looking for an excuse to be kind, and telling somebody that you will be kind to them later in exchange for a good act now appeals to everyone’s baser instinct.”

Even at the time, what he was saying sounded naïve and unrealistically optimistic, but with my belly stuffed and a bag full of future meals hanging from my fingers, it was hard to argue with him.

Looking at Mane, I wondered if Lutch’s philosophy would hold true.

He rolled his eyes and then nodded. “I suppose that would be okay.”

I smiled. “Thank you,” I said, and I meant it sincerely. “If you want to use that favor on getting me to go out to dinner with you, I promise that I won’t not get fries and then eat all of yours.”

“Proud of that one?” Lara asked, but she only sounded half annoyed, and I knew she was happy that I had gotten her out of dinner.

Mane looked at me and then down at the box at his side, making a sweeping gesture in the direction of the trapped thief.

“I’ll have my Falconer contact Zenobia and work out the payment details,” he said, and the sigh that Lara emitted said it all. Zenobia wanted us to be focusing on our bounties and not the extracurricular activities of saving the universe (since she didn’t really know all of the details of that).

When she found out that we had not only competed for a bounty that we didn’t get but also paid off in exchange for freeing the prisoner, she was going to be… less than thrilled.

“Sounds like a deal,” I said in resignation.

He smiled, kneeling down and punching a code into the front of the box. As he did, I pulled out my weapon. Though I wanted to try to make nice with Clynt, I also didn’t want him to immediately run away and render this entire thing pointless.

I had my weapon trained at Mane’s back as he swung the door open before letting out a throaty laugh.

Where he stood, I saw the hole cut through the bottom of the box and the floor panel below was still smoking. Clynt Nameless was gone.
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The sound that came out of me then was a roar like I couldn’t remember ever making in my life. I felt as though I had been chasing this Vekrass for years, and just when I thought I had him, he was gone once again.

“A deal’s a deal,” Mane said with a chuckle.

“Not a fucking chance,” Lara hissed.

I had to agree with her. “The deal was for the bounty, not an empty box.”

The man tapped his foot against the ground in irritation as his eyes darted back and forth between the two of us.

“You know what, I don’t need this,” he decided aloud. “You want this bounty, you can have him. I’ve wasted far too much time here and could easily have caught three—no, five bounties in this time.”

“So, just like that, you’re leaving?” Lara asked. But the last thing we needed to do was keep him around, so I tried to stop her from goading him into staying.

“Well, anyway, it was nice to compete against you,” I said with a friendly smile. “And, really, if you want to get dinner, just let me know.”

Mane narrowed his eyes on me. “You really are a strange person.”

“I’ve been told that before.”

“And let’s be real,” Ned whispered, “the same could be said about him.”

He picked up his box and then the two began to march away. Lara and I watched them go, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the apprentice’s outfit.

“I’m sure that’s the only reason he picked her,” Lara said, not hiding her judgment, but there was a tinge of something else in her tone.

I cocked an eyebrow at her. “You jealous?”

She wheeled on me and clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “The last thing I want is to be an apprentice for anyone ever again but especially Mane Malik. And anyway, I know how great my ass is.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,” I said but turned away from her reddening cheeks to look down at the lapping water beneath the gaping hole.

I bent and stuck my head through to see if I could spot anything obvious but was not surprised to discover that all I found was barnacles and algae.

When I leaned back up, I shook my head.

“Ned, were you ever able to intrude into the security systems?” I asked. “Any camera feeds from the village showing where Clynt ended up?”

“You knocked out their communications array,” he reminded me. “There’s no cameras, no security network and nothing I can provide for you.”

I rubbed my face in exhaustion.

“Come on,” Lara said, gesturing for me to follow her out of the alley and onto the street. “We can do this like bounty hunters.”

Looking up and down, we saw all the people gawking at the downed pole and the man who had been holding the knife, ranting and raving as he pointed in our direction.

We walked the other way but stayed on the road we had been walking on.

“Of all the streets that we pass, this one is the widest,” Lara said. “It’s safe to assume that’s because it’s the one with the most traffic. The locals who are pushing carts or carrying large bundles of stuff around are the only people who would need a bit more space. If this is the widest road, it’s probably the most trafficked and populated.”

“Not that you’re looking for my support,” Ned said in our ears. “But everything that you have said has a basis in statistical reality.”

“You’re correct: I’m not looking for your support,” she said under her breath. “But it’s always good to know I’m right.”

“This is all interesting, but I fail to see the point,” I said, watching her eyes as she looked at all the squat buildings and down every alleyway.

“A lot of people think that criminals would hide in quiet corners of the city where there are the fewest people,” Lara began, “but in places like that, the few nosy neighbors you have are going to pay attention to every single passerby.”

“Clichés are cliché for a reason and ‘hide in plain sight’ is no exception. If this Clynt is smart, he’ll have his place be here rather than some quiet corner of the village,” she concluded, still scanning our surroundings.

“And it’s safe to assume this is his village since he had it boobytrapped and safeguarded against hacking,” I added.

“Precisely,” Lara agreed.

I looked over my shoulder once more to see if any of the fishermen were following us, but they were still standing around the pole and carping. People usually seemed happier to complain about things than actually do anything about them.

“So, keep a lookout for indistinct buildings or unmarked doors,” Lara said, and I couldn’t help but laugh since that described every single building and door here. “Just keep an eye out,” she huffed after a moment.

“I might be able to help,” Ned offered. Neither of us answered now that we were walking by a heavyset woman decapitating fish against a crimson cutting board. “Before you knocked out the array, I was beginning to get somewhere in my intrusion.

“While I wasn’t able to take control of any of his systems, I did procure a schematic of the traps and security systems placed throughout the village.”

Very quietly and as though I was talking to Lara, I said, “That would’ve been really helpful during the chase.”

“I only got it right at the end when things were already… I don’t want to say deteriorating because I feel like you’ll take that the wrong way but…” He trailed off.

“Deteriorating’s fine,” Lara said. “What information did you gather?”

“The concentration of traps was obviously the greatest where he had planned to set up his escape. That is to say, along the route where he abandoned his watercraft. But there were also cameras and standalone traps situated throughout the village. The greatest concentration of those is, as Lara predicted, right off the street where the two of you are presumably walking.

“Extrapolating from context, I believe that the reason for that is he wanted to keep his home base secure. According to my schematic, if you’re heading in the bearing of… well, let’s just say the direction of the setting sun… you should see two cameras placed at the mouth of an alleyway on your left just beyond Joe's Fruit Store. The cameras appear as nothing more than little symbols for me, so I don’t know if they’re wall-mounted or hidden away or what.”

“Nice work,” Lara said. “That’s a lot to go on.”

“I aim to please,” Ned said.

As the two of us broke into a faster pace up the street, I turned to Lara. “Why do I feel like you just did a little bow there?”

“I heard that too,” she said with a smile, returning to the hunt. Now, we were still looking for suspicious doorways, but we were really on the lookout for the fruit stand.

We walked through blocks and blocks of sameness peppered only with the occasional villager or fishing related storefront.

“What was with you and the skimmer?” I asked as we continued our search.

She grunted. “I prefer modes of transportation that I can fully control.”

“I don’t know,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “You don’t really like to pilot starships, you don’t want to ride crazy sea beasts, maybe you just don’t like to drive?”

“I liked to pilot the Retiarius,” she said, and at the mention of it, I felt the familiar pang of guilt. The ship which her mentor had handed down to her was destroyed because of me and even though she never really threw it in my face or anything, I still felt terrible about it.

“Right,” I said, not able to think of anything else to add.

She could obviously sense that I was feeling bad about her ship, so she continued. “But maybe you’re right. I prefer not to do the piloting if I don’t have to.”

“And here I was thinking it was just that you could sit in the back and play Warhero with Alek,” I said but before she could answer, both of her eyes fell on a table set in front of one of the houses in the distance.

The surface appeared to be made from the wreckage of fishing ships and on top were several fruits whose best days were likely long, long ago and on another planet. Some appeared so dried out and shriveled that they didn’t even look like whatever fruit they had originally been.

As we neared the fruit stand, Lara hurried out in front of me to look for the cameras, but I decided on a different approach. Striding over to the fruit stand, I smiled at the tall, lanky man with curly hair that stuck straight up as though he had been electrocuted.

“I’m interested in some fruit,” I said, but the man looked at me like I had four heads and made no sense. The two of us and our bounty hunter regalia stuck out like sore thumbs in a fishing village in the middle of nowhere.

“Okay,” he said with a dismissive shrug of one shoulder.

I picked up what I believed was once a blood orange. “And I would pay even more for some information.”

I thought I was being slick, but he looked even more confused. “What information you think I got?”

I flicked the orange into the air casually, but the man snatched it and set it back down on the little counter in front of him.

“I think that you might know where a local Vekrass lives,” I said, and his expression instantly changed.

“I don’t know who you are talking about.” It had to be the worst acting I had ever seen. And, after some of the other boys at the orphanage had found some old adult holovids in the garbage, I had seen some bad acting.

“Sure you do,” I said, leaning in and smiling at him.

He shook his head, and somehow even that seemed forced. “I really don’t.”

“Listen, we are the good guys,” I assured him. “We are bounty hunters and will get this guy out of your hair permanently.”

At that, his eyes lit up. “Prove it.”

I flashed my badge at him, and he nodded his approval.

“How much you gonna pay me?” he asked, and I opened my mouth to answer, but Lara called to me.

“Found it.”

“Too late,” I shrugged and then stepped away from him. I followed Lara between two buildings as the fruit vendor called after me.

She stopped short, and I watched as she pressed one hand against the wall and tapped the floor panel with her foot. Like what had happened with me earlier, the panel fell away, but this time it wasn’t just the sea underneath the gap in the street.

This time, a cage in the water was revealed, soldered to the underside of the platform and containing several medium-sized sharks that I had to assume the thief underfed.

“You should give those things laser beams and you’d really be onto something,” Ned joked and then laughed to himself.

It was one of those comments that I had come to understand I could simply brush off, and Lara and I didn’t respond as we jumped over the gap and continued down the alleyway to another door as uninteresting as all the others. Or at least that’s how it appeared from the outside.

Pressing my hand against it, I could feel that it wasn’t the corrugated tin that the rest of the village seem to be made out of but something much thicker and stronger.

Running my hand along between the frame and door, my finger landed on a small surface jutting out and I popped a fingernail in. I slid out a hidden panel with a keypad.

“Nice,” Lara praised.

“Scrapper’s gotta know where to find the door,” I mused.

She nodded and then gestured at the keypad. “But do you know how to get through one of those?”

I stared at it for a moment, trying to come up with some clever quip that also explained that I did not, in fact, know how to get through one.

But, as I was staring at it, it flashed green, and the door swung open.

“I do,” Ned said triumphantly. Given the fact that the comms were down, I wondered how he could do something like that. But I wasn’t in the mood for a whole long explanation at the moment, so I just chalked it up to his cube’s systems interfacing with the local network of the door.

I took the flashlight off my belt and cast it into the darkness ahead of us. With how bright it was outside, it was nearly impossible to see as we stepped slowly inside until my eyes adjusted.

“I don’t see any traps in this particular area based on the schematics,” Ned said. “But I would still be careful.”

“We’re always careful,” Lara answered.

“You can’t see it, but I’m doing that thing where you tilt flat palm back-and-forth to indicate that something is only sort of true,” Ned informed us.

I cast the light around the room and was shocked by what I found. Rather than being a spartan space where the thief would come to crash, it looked like the storeroom of a museum. Or maybe the backstage of a playhouse.

Everywhere you looked were what I had to assume were priceless items.

“Holy shit!” Ned said. “That painting of poppy flowers has been missing from the Emortium Museum of Art for six years. And the clock in the corner was in the bar in The Man from Calabasas and disappeared the night before it was supposed to be auctioned.”

I continued to let my eyes run over all of the priceless artifacts crammed into a small room that stank of saltwater and seemed to offer no preservation to the items within.

Lara made her way over to a mannequin in the corner, then reached out and touched the shoulderless black dress.

“That’s what Princess—” Ned began, but Lara didn’t let him finish.

“There are mold spots breaking out on this,” she said, her voice sounding like an accusation. “What’s the point of stealing things if you don’t sell them?”

Ned wasted no time in answering. “To prove that he could.”

“That’s the dumbest shit I ever heard,” she snapped. “Proving you are good at something is great, obviously reputation is important to a bounty hunter too, but it’s only a small part. And the very purpose of it is to gain access to better gear and open up the possibility of making more money.”

“He obviously doesn’t care about that,” Ned said.

Looking around, I had to agree. Even with my only moderate appraisal skills, I could tell the stuff in this room could afford him a penthouse apartment on the ground floor of Emortium. But it was obvious that the money wasn’t what Clynt Nameless cared about.

“Do you remember Scrapper Sixteen?” I asked, and even in the low light, I could see Lara roll her eyes.

“You know I don’t.”

“I could enumerate the entire Scrapper Sixteen license and all the proprietors who have been listed under that banner,” Ned offered.

I waved the comment away. “When I was little, Scrapper Sixteen was a living legend. When a ship would land on Bussel that no one could sort out, they would be sent to Sixteen. And every time, Sixteen would solve the problem.

“He won the Furbisher’s Medallion every year during the Bussel Brews and Bruises festival. That’s a repair competition held during the annual beer and boxing party,” I explained.

“Yeah,” Lara snapped. “I know, I grew up there too.”

“I was talking to Ned,” I said, and she turned away to continue to look for clues amidst the sea of treasures. “Anyway, Sixteen seemed to be the best there ever was, but he still lived in the same kind of squalor that the rest of us did. I asked Lutch once why Sixteen didn’t have a nicer place, and he explained that Sixteen wasn't in it for the money. He charged the same flat fee for any repair from a battery replacement to the most complicated engine repair. Like you, Lara, I said that was the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Because it is,” she interjected.

But I ignored her. “And Lutch agreed in principle before explaining that Sixteen was the happiest scrapper on the whole planet. He attributed that to the fact that Sixteen was never chasing the next payout but was doing it for the love of the job.”

“That’s a cute anecdote,” Lara said, pushing aside a stack of old books to reveal an ancient marble bust with a broken nose. “But I think he would’ve been happier with the pride of doing a good job and some money.”

I chuckled at that. “Maybe you’re right.”

Continuing to look around, there is very little in the room that anyone would describe as his personal effects. Though there was a ton of stolen goods, other than an inflatable raft on the ground with a little blanket, I didn’t see anything that would help us catch the thief.

The way Lara was looking and rummaging, I could tell she felt the same.

“After we leave here, we should dispatch some Peacers to collect this stuff and…” I really wanted to say but the words that left my mouth were, “return it.”

“How altruistic of you,” Ned praised.

Staring at a painting whose gold trimmed frame was probably worth more than the Buzzard alone, I muttered, “Sometimes being the good guy sucks. We could really use the money, and we could certainly use it more than the wealthy people who were undoubtedly robbed for all these things. I suppose it is rightfully theirs…”

“Imogen would be proud of that,” Ned correctly asserted, but hearing her name once again drew me back to the matter at hand. So I knelt beside the boat bed and shined my flashlight around. Quickly, the light fell on something that actually might be of value.

Holding up the small picture to Lara, I cleared my throat. She looked down and saw what I was holding.

“Whoa, that’s a lot of kids,” Lara said.

Ned wasted no time. “The Vekrass have children by the litter. What seems like a lot to you is only because you’re human. The amount of children in that picture is perfectly reasonable by the standards of his species.”

I started to try and count all of the Vekrass babies that encircled the thief in the picture, but it felt irrelevant. “Still seems like a lot of babies.”

Lara chuckled, “And when we catch Clynt, we can ask him about it.”

“We can’t catch him if we can’t figure out how to find him,” I said.

“I found him,” Ned announced.
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“He’s attempting to break into the Buzzard.”

“Oh, of course he is,” I groused, standing up and pocketing the picture. Lara and I charged out from his hideout and jumped over the shark hole before I stopped with a realization. “That’s back at the other village,” I said.

“Yeah, obviously.” Lara pushed my back to keep me moving. “We gotta get to transport.”

“Ned, you have to stall him.”

“I plan to,” Ned said, “but, as mentioned previously, he is a good thief and is already making progress on cutting through my security systems.”

Lara and I were running at this point, hurrying as quickly as we could in the direction of the end of the platform. “So it turns out that two hundred year old security measures don’t hold up.”

“You know that I have updated my security software at Suniuo Relay Station,” he huffed. “It’s just that this thief is good at what he does.”

“Just keep him busy!” Lara barked.

We ran until we reached the dock where a passenger boat was loading. It had a twin engine, but seeing the old folks and children embarking didn’t leave me feeling particularly optimistic. As I scanned the dock, I didn’t see too many other options.

“How long can you hold him?” I asked Ned as I stared at the presumably slow transport.

He answered without hesitation. “Though I could come to a conclusion based on his current rate of progress and my ability to deter his intrusion, the rate at which he’s proceeding has increased and decreased since I began,” he said. “I might be able to calculate the median time and give you a rough estimate based on that, but it would have to discount many other factors…”

He continued to talk, but I turned to Lara. “Doesn’t look like we have any other choice.”

She wordlessly agreed, and the two of us made our way to the transport. The skinny old operator eyed us as we stepped on, the weight of my armor causing the medium-sized boat to sink on one side before I moved from the steps to the center aisle between the rows of seats. All the passengers looked at us with mistrust or outright loathing, and we sat right near the front.

The operator made his announcement and ended it with, “And hold on tight.”

To my surprise, the engines erupted to life, and we roared off the dock and out into the water. The star had begun to make its slow descent toward the horizon, and the world was now soaked in an orange hue with ripples of brilliant light like a million stars across the ocean surface.

Lara was staring with purpose at the far village.

We were so close now.

“How did you figure out where his place was?” I asked, having to shout over the roaring engine and crashing sea.

She shrugged it off, only turning to look at me for a moment, eyes shining like the water beyond. “Spotted one of his cams. Pretty well hidden and it was one of the smallest lenses I've ever seen but I found it. Just followed the wiring back toward the door.”

“You’re really good at what you do,” I said, and I saw the faintest wisp of a smile before she suppressed it.

“I know,” she stated, sounding more like Kilara Vex. Her eyes flashed back to me for a moment. “But I’m better with a partner.”

“Me too,” I said, unsure if she could hear me over the sounds all around us but the way she smiled told me that she could.

Over her shoulder, the carcass of the sea beast from earlier was tethered to buoys keeping it afloat in a massive crimson patch. Gulls fluttered overhead like vultures as the animal was surrounded on all sides by fishermen hacking off chunks of flesh that they threw into bloody heaps on their boats. In their own way, they looked like scrappers rummaging through a pile the Consortium delivered to our planet after a battle.

When the next village drew close, Lara moved to stand, and I followed suit, then she readied herself to jump from the transport the moment it arrived at the dock. When it did, we leaped off and began running.

“Status report,” Lara demanded.

“I’m trying my best, but you guys need to get here now,” Ned answered with an uncharacteristic fear in his voice. That was all the motivation we needed to run even faster, and soon we were nearing the landing pad.

As we arrived, I saw that Mane’s ship was gone, but to my horror, the ramp to the Buzzard was beginning to drop.

I raised my weapon toward Clynt’s back at the same moment that Lara pulled her mask on, activated her stealth suit, and shimmered out of existence.

“Hold it right there!” I shouted at the Vekrass who was poised to jump up on the ramp. He dropped the trunk he was holding, then whipped the revolver from his side and leveled it at me.

“You made a mistake coming here,” the man drawled. “Why don’t you and your friend, there”—he gestured with his tail toward the vague translucent shape that was Lara—“pack up and scram ’fore I drop you.”

“Listen,” I said slowly, not moving. “I’m not trying to arrest you. In fact, I paid off your bounty. You probably heard that. But I need your help.”

“I ain’t helping no one fixin’ to put me in a box,” he answered, gesturing at me with his weapon.

I shook my head. “I’m not trying to put you in a box,” I reiterated. “I need you to help me steal something.”

He looked at me dubiously from under the brim of his hat.

“And you are the only thei—person in the universe who can pull it off,” I said, trying to butter him up.

And it seemed to work. “Flattery’ll get you everywhere,” he said. “What can you offer me?”

Before I could answer, I heard shouting coming from behind us. I wheeled to see a mob of locals rushing up the street in our direction past the man still pretending he wasn’t watching.

“There,” one of them shouted, pointing with one hand while carrying a multi-launcher harpoon cannon in the other.

The other people in their light rag clothes were holding various weapons of one kind or another. Some spears and others, old rifles.

The Vekrass scampered forward. “You want me to help you? Help me.”

He moved into position behind a crate of life vests.

Rather than hiding, I stepped forward, preparing to meet the villagers head-on. If I could, I would talk to them and leave here peacefully.

“Hello, folks,” I announced, leaving my gun hand at my side and presenting a flat palm with the other.

“This doesn’t concern you, landborn,” their leader said. He had long, crusty-looking, sun-bleached hair and low brows to keep the light from his eyes, which were narrowed in the direction of the thief cowering behind the crate.

I saw the shimmer of Lara move behind Clynt, undoubtedly wanting to keep an eye on him.

“There is a crook back there who has done nothing but bring trouble to our people,” the leader said, and I was sure it was true.

I tried my best smile on him, but he wasn’t interested. “I am a bounty hunter, and I plan to take him out of here and out of your lives forever.”

“Doesn’t matter,” the man wasted no time in answering. “We have our own justice here and I plan to see it served.”

“What justice is that?”

The man pointed his harpoon cannon in the direction of the crate. “He’ll be put in the box.”

I couldn’t help myself but asked. “What’s the box?”

A wicked smile crossed the man’s face. “The prisoner is locked up with their head above the water and their body below in an open cage. Before being submerged, they’re pricked all over to attract the leechfish. Usually doesn’t take long for one to show up, and once it does, the school isn't far behind.

“It’s slow and painful and carries the weight of justice. How we’ve done things since time immemorial and exactly what this rat deserves. So I’ll ask that you step aside and hand him over to us.”

I shook my head. “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.”

“Sir.” The man turned the harpoon cannon toward me. “I suggest that you stand aside. There’s no need for you to be boxed up too.”

“I’m here with the authority of the Consortium and the weight of the Conclave behind me,” I lied, since, technically, Clynt no longer had an active bounty on him. “I suggest you go back to your homes.”

“If we let one criminal get away, what’s to stop others from taking his place?” The leader questioned, and nods of assent followed. The mob were out for blood, and I knew it but I was optimistic that I could assuage them somehow.

“You're not letting a criminal get away, you’re letting universal law do its job,” I corrected.

The man shook his head. “Why don’t you take your universal law back onto your ship and fly back to Emortium where it matters and let us deal with the rat the way our laws dictate?”

At being called a rat, I could see Clynt shift, obviously wanting to unload his six shooter on the villagers.

“I understand that you’re pissed but universal law does supersede your own. I’m going to need you to stand down,” I said in his most common level of tone as possible.

But the man wasn’t to be deterred. “Or what?”

I was hired to find myself in situations like this and really wanted this man to back down. “How about I’ll offer you a different or what,” I suggested with a smile. “You go back to the man’s home, and you’ll find more loot there than you’ll know what to do with. You can sell it and help all of the people of this village.”

I didn’t really like offering that solution, but it seemed like the best choice at the moment. Sadly, the leader of the mob did not agree.

“You believe we can be bought and paid for?” he hissed. “Justice is not for sale, and you’re gonna regret thinking that money would make us sell out our beliefs!”

If you had told me a year ago that I was going to be shot in the chest with a harpoon, I would’ve called you crazy. But here I was, on some far-flung fishing planet watching in the blink of an eye as the metal barb sliced through the air and crashed against my armor.

Lucky for me, it was top-of-the-line and stronger than the leader had been expecting. The look of pure surprise on his face when the harpoon caused me to stagger backward, but nothing else was priceless.

After a moment, I had time to raise the energy weapon and fire a few bolts in the direction of the mob before they charged me and opened fire. Once they did, I ran in the direction of the crates and dove behind some.

The plastic of the crate was ripped to shreds as bullets and beams tore into it. I was now behind Clynt and could keep an eye on him while Lara moved up and around. As one of the attackers wheeled back to hurl his half wood, half metal spear at us, an invisible foot slammed against the side of her face.

Blood sprayed against Lara’s stealth suit and the fisherwoman was thrown back into one of her allies. Clynt took the opportunity as the mob tried to figure out what was happening to spring out and open fire.

In an instant, I learned that the Vekrass was not only a master thief but also a crack shot. All but one of his bullets found targets, and the mob was halved. But the leader was standing strong and returned fire with a series of harpoon shots, one of which winged Clynt’s tail.

The thief let out a shriek that seemed to come from some primordial place within his being, and he changed directions on a dime. He turned and leapt through the air, all four paws pointed directly at the leader.

None of the fisherpeople were armored in any significant way, and the long claws of the Vekrass made short work of the leader’s flesh.

“It’s always a hell of a thing to see what the other species can do to humans when given the chance,” Ned said.

I was feeling the same thing. Alek could crush a man’s face with a single punch, and a Vekrass could eviscerate a tough, athletic person who swam all day and night as though it was nothing.

Just as we had dominated all of the species of Earth, so too had we somehow found a way to do so with most of the other species across the universe. Sure, there had been things like the Vekrass Freedom Brigade who had tried to break away from the Consortium and many other small uprisings, but for the most part, we had created a universal government and used a threat we created to get people to join.

When the rest of the locals saw what happened to their friends, those that remained broke and ran. They were confident when they had us easily outnumbered and outgunned, but after what the three of us had been able to do to them in a few moments time, nobody seemed to feel tough anymore.

Even though I was still trying to make nice, I found myself pointing my weapon at Clynt to ensure that he wasn’t going to make a break for it. But when he saw what I was doing, he laughed.

“You kept up your end of the bargain,” he asserted, holstering his own piece. “Now I will hear you out. But maybe we could do it on your ship rather than here where everyone’s hoping to leave me out back under the tree. If you take my meaning.”

I gestured toward the ship. We all turned to go, but as we did, we heard a voice call after us. The man who had given us the initial directions was shouting for the payment we had promised him.

“Look around Joe's Fruit Store,” Lara called back, but not understanding what in the world that meant, the man yelled curses at us in some local dialect.

Seeing the look I was giving her, Lara said, “Even if he goes to investigate, he’ll only be able to grab a handful of the goods before the encrypted message reaches the Consortium and they send a team of prefects to collect.”

“Sorry we’re returning all your stuff,” I said to the thief as we boarded the ship, but he just shrugged.

“Weren’t mine to begin with,” he said, and I pressed the button to raise the ramp. When we reached the top and were securing the cargo hold, he added, “And you can have your AI get us out of here if you wanna chat in the break room or whatever y’all got in here.”

I was speechless and didn’t know how to react. I had no plans to tell him that there was an AI aboard our ship, and confirming it would only put him in a stronger bargaining position.

“I’m expecting you’re going to try and play it like you don’t, but I’ve been a thief a long time, and I’ve lived in the underworld just as long, and I can tell when an AI is counter hacking me. Ain’t no living person can throw down like that and no legal computer program could last as long so…”

“Why don’t we just head to the cockpit,” I offered, gesturing toward the metal staircase at the end of the long corridor.

“You’re fixing to try and convince me to steal something worth my bounty and my cost,” he said, tipping up the brim of his hat. “Least you can do is act like you trust me.”

“We don’t trust you,” Lara said.

He laughed at that. “Ain’t no world in which thinkin’ a thing and sayin’ a thing are the same.”

“You’re right,” I said after a moment. “About everything. There is an AI on the ship, and I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you, but I need your help.”

“Whoowee!” the Vekrass hollered. “Now you’re cooking with gas. Let’s head up and have a chat.”

“Ned,” I said under my breath, “might as well get us out of here.”

“I don’t think that was the right way to play that,” he said, though I felt the engines rumbling to life.

Despite my respect for him, I found myself saying, “I don’t really care.”

I pulled the earpiece camera from the side of my head and pocketed it. Ned could still watch from the onboard cameras and scanners, listen, and then talk through the speakers, but I was happy to stand on ceremony.

When all was said and done, I was going to make the decisions that I felt were right and the rest of the crew would have to go along with it. Ned might be a smart and insightful soldier, but when all was said and done, I was the one out on the street putting my life on the line and the only one who was going to be able to mount an operation to get Imogen back.

When I reached the top of the stairs, Clynt was holding us up. He had stopped walking and was just staring. Looking over his shoulder, I saw why.

In the small kitchen, Alek was standing in nothing but underpants while cooking what smelled like an omelette.

“Can’t say that’s what I was expecting to see,” Clynt observed.

Alek turned quickly at the sound of the unfamiliar voice.

“You the thief?” Alek asked.

Clynt huffed. “You the muscle?”

“I’m a doctor,” Alek barked back, turning his face toward the kitchen. “Assuming that just because I’m a Kyrog, I’m the muscle,” he muttered. “Another specist, just like all Vekrass.”

“Well ain’t that the pot calling the kettle,” Clynt said as he stepped into the little seating area and flopped down on the couch. “You have me at a disadvantage. You seem to know me, but I don’t know you.”

“I’m Hank, this is Lara and that’s Alek,” I said and sat in one of the chairs opposite the thief. “And I want your help infiltrating the High Cloister.”
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“You could give me a million guesses and I wouldn’t have thought that’s what you’re going to say,” Clynt barked. “And what in the world makes you think I’d be able to do something like that.”

“Because you’re the only person I’ve ever known who had stolen Inquisition items,” I said, leaning forward and staring him right in his eyes.

“What if I were to tell you I found those items,” he said, not breaking eye contact.

I shot him a look. “I’d say you were lying. But I also know you’re not going to tell me that.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because you’re too good and you’re too proud of your work,” I said honestly.

A hint of a smile split his fur. “Think you’ve got me figured dead to rights, do you?”

“No,” I told him. “But I think that you would’ve fenced all those items back there if you were in this for the money rather than the challenge.”

“It didn’t occur to you that maybe I just have so much money that I couldn’t be bothered to sell those items,” he said, leaning back in his chair and pulling a toothpick out from somewhere in his vest that he popped into the corner of his mouth.

“Most people of the kind of wealth you’re describing don’t sleep on inflatable rafts,” Lara noted, but she was watching what Alek was doing in the kitchen.

“I am not most people,” he said and kicked his booted feet up onto the table.

“That’s where we all eat,” Lara admonished.

“You ‘fraid of a little dirt, sweetheart?” he asked.

I watched as Lara’s body reacted, but she calmed herself.

“Famed thief such as yourself probably knows which bounty hunters to look out for, and I should mention that Lara also goes by the name Kilara Vex,” I said.

Though he tried to play it cool, I could tell that the comment rattled Clynt. Lara noticed it too and smiled slightly as she turned back to watch the eggs cook.

“With Vex and Malik after me, I’ve really made it,” he said with a laugh. The Buzzard rattled as it passed through some clouds (I assumed, knowing the feeling).

“Look, you’re obviously very good at what you do, and given the job we’re requesting, it’s safe to assume we are no slouches either,” I said. “Now, what will it cost us to have you help us break into the High Cloister?”

He chewed his toothpick, seemingly contemplating the question. “Why you want to break in there anyway?”

“They have two of my people,” I answered without hesitation.

“You know that you’re asking me something that’s never been done,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Why were they taken?” he asked in another casual tone that sounded as if he was asking for the contents of the omelette.

“One was taken because she had been an Acolyte that got away, and the other because they were helping me inform the universe of a grave threat,” I said, being more honest with him at the onset than I had been with just about anyone. Even without the earpiece, I could sense Ned’s dissatisfaction, and I wasn’t even sure myself if I was doing the right thing.

“What kind of threat?” he asked, and I felt like there was no reason to hide it from him. At this point, we wanted more people to know, and I hoped he would see this as my way of building trust.

And it’s not like there was anybody he could tell in order to use this against me.

“There is a superweapon left over from the Old War with the power to destroy much of the life in the universe, if not all,” I explained. “One of the two people who I need to rescue has a location and the other, the political capital to get the message out to the people of this universe.”

At that, he couldn’t hold his silence any longer. “I strongly object to telling him all of this!” Ned shouted at me through the speaker.

“Well, hot damn,” Clynt said. He pulled his feet from the table and then leaned forward, looking up at the speaker. “You’re an honest-to-goodness AI. I’ve only met a handful of y’all, and every time it’s hard to believe you lasted as long as you have.”

“Who were the others that you’ve met?”

Clynt laughed. “Hold your horses, friend. I’ve got one of you asking for one favor and another asking for another.”

He turned back to me. “I appreciate your candor, and unless this is a real elaborate ruse, it seems like you're being upfront with me.”

“I am,” I said, hoping my sincerity was obvious in my tone.

He nodded. “I’ll help ya.”

“Just like that?” Lara asked in utter shock.

“Just like that,” he affirmed. “Like you said, I’m in this for pride, and you’re asking me to do something that’ll make me the greatest thief who ever lived. Plus, I have little ones in this universe and would prefer if it weren’t destroyed.”

At that, I reached into my pocket, pulled out the picture, and handed it over to him.

“How many do you have?” I asked.

“Don’t rightly know,” he answered. “I was there for the first litter, but my partner was pregnant when I got back to work, and I haven’t seen them since.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He looked at me pityingly. “Don’t be sorry. In Vekrass culture, the male departs when the first litter is born and doesn’t return. I send back money to help out when my job is done. May not be how humans do things but ain’t no need to be sorry.”

“I see,” I said. “You have to forgive me if I don’t know much about Vekrass culture.”

“I forgive you, seein’ as I don’t have any expectation that you would.” He looked down at the picture. “But I do thank you for this.”

“I honestly took it so that I can try to leverage you into helping us for a cheaper price,” I said with a light laugh.

He took the picture and then tucked it away. “Well, can’t go much cheaper than free.”

“No, no you cannot,” I agreed.

Alek cleared his throat. “Sorry if I was a bit hostile when you first arrived.”

“Ain’t no skin off my hide,” Clynt said with an understanding nod.

Alek went back to teaching Lara what he was cooking. “Next, you fold in the cheese,” he told her softly, allowing Clynt and I to get back to it.

“What about you?” the thief asked in the direction of one of the speakers. “You still got a problem with me?”

“I never had a problem with you,” Ned said. “I had a problem with my friend telling you as much as he did. But if you’re true to your word and actually help us out here, I suppose I’ll understand why he did it.”

“You a military AI?”

“That’s none of your concern.”

Clynt nodded. “I see how it is. But just remember that he who does not trust enough will not be trusted,” he said and then turned to me. “I learned that quote from another AI.”

“Trust is earned, not freely given,” Ned stated.

The Vekrass cocked a furry eyebrow. “Who said that?”

“Me, just now,” Ned answered.

Clynt snorted a little laugh. “Anyway, I can’t blame you for not trustin’ me. Hell, I wouldn’t trust me. All this could just be an elaborate trick to get you to follow me to the Inquisition where I turn you in.”

Everything in the room stopped at that moment. I didn't think I was even breathing.

The Vekrass looked between all of us. “You should see your faces,” he said and then laughed. It was a high-pitched cackle that did nothing to alleviate my newfound fears. “Don’t get your unders in a wad, I ain’t gonna sell you out. Hell, I’m probably more wanted by them than you.”

“That’s debatable,” Lara said over her shoulder, not turning to face the thief.

Clynt snorted. “Have you ever been hunted by the prefects?”

“Yes,” we chorused.

“Have you been hunted by bounty hunters?”

“Yes.”

“What about the Inquisition?”

“Yes.”

A broad grin crossed his face then. “Y’all are just my kind of people.”

“Why do you talk like that?” Ned asked, apropos of nothing.

Clynt laughed again. “’Cause it’s the way I was raised, same as anyone.”

Ned’s programming dictated that the mission came first, but something about Clynt was obviously getting under his skin, so to speak. I needed to get this conversation back on track before he jeopardized everything.

So far, the situation had been working out better than I could ever have expected, and I didn’t want to threaten that now.

“So, how do we steal Inquisition items?” I asked, hoping the pointed question would draw his attention but something else did.

“Food’s up,” Alek announced, scooping the little rectangles of eggs onto plates he had set out beside him.

“You provide the vittles even though you can’t eat it?” Clynt asked of the Kyrog.

Alek shrugged. “I like to cook.”

“This universe’s full of wonders big and small,” the thief observed. “And your question,” he said to me, “robbing the Inquisition is one of my greatest accomplishments. Though I’m famous for lots of other jobs, that one carries a sense of personal pride.”

“How’d you do it?” Lara asked as she stepped over and handed us each a plate.

He smiled at her. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Lara and I began to eat slowly, but Clynt wolfed down his meal in almost no time and set down the plate.

“Inquisition security is some of the best in the universe because the Consortium has a deal worked out with defense contractors: they’re given unparalleled tax breaks and the biggest clientele around in exchange for early access to the newest tech. Means government is, theoretically anyway, one step ahead of the rest of us,” he explained.

Lara, who seemed interested now that he was talking about stealing from the Inquisition, leaned forward and asked, “Why did you do it?”

He looked right at her and winked. “Because there was a buyer willing to pay through the nose, and nobody else in my business wanted to do it, seein’ as the risks weren’t necessarily worth the reward. But I thought different.”

“And you wanted to see if you could,” I added.

He pulled the brim of his hat. “And I wanted to see if I could… and it turns out I could. But I needed the right time and place. Obviously, unlike you folks, I didn’t think going straight to the High Cloister was a good plan. I knew better than to try to take one of their ships. See, what you may not know is that they’ll destroy everything on board a vessel before turning it over to anyone.”

“We’ve come to learn that,” I explained, thinking about how close we have come.

“Well, I knew already so I figured I would try a different method,” he said, and even though he spoke in a very matter-of-fact way, it was also obvious from his tone that he was utterly impressed with himself.

“In nearly every occupied sector, the Inquisition has a refectory, a small operations hub. Ain’t nothing more than a little place for them to eat, sleep, and refuel while on mission, but I figured it was my best bet. So I reconnoitered every one of them and found that in Sector Twenty-One, their place was run by some spoiled rich kid whose mom and dad thought he’d be reformed by joinin’ the Inquisition.”

“Sounds familiar,” Lara joked.

“I watched his habits and got a sense of ’em and discovered that he had a taste for libations, which the Inquisition did not provide,” he said. He leaned back against the couch, a bit of egg hanging from the fur beside his lip, and he stared at us. “What’d I do next?”

I thought about it for a moment. “You waited for him to get drunk some night and then befriended him and convinced him to invite you in so that you could steal everything inside?”

Lara laughed. “You really are terrible at stealth.”

“Think you’re so smart?” Clynt asked her. “What’d I do?”

Lara stared at him for a moment, presumably running through various scenarios in her mind. “You watched them every night until one of the nights he got more drunk than usual, and when he passed out, you took the opportunity to sneak in through the vent, take as much as you could, and use his credentials to walk out the front door.”

“Closer but still wrong,” Clynt said with an unmistakable look of satisfaction on his face. “What about you, big fella? Got any ideas?”

“No,” Alek said, taking a sip of his compressed grass juice.

“And I don’t either,” Ned said without having to be asked.

Clynt switched the toothpick from one corner of his mouth to the other. “Guess that’s why I have the job I do, and you have the job you do.”

“Enough showboating,” Lara said impatiently. “Tell us how you did it.”

“The vent was a good notion, but Inquisition are cleverer than you think,” he explained. “You so much as throw a paper airplane in there and it will be locked down tighter than a bull’s ass at fly season. No way of sneaking in that way.

“Only way was through the front door. I had to figure out the best way to do it. One lucky break was that many Inquisitors are afeared of technology in any form and the Inquisitorial supervisor of this hub liked things as classic as they could be.”

“Don’t tell me he carried keys,” Lara said, leaning forward and listening intently.

The Vekrass tapped his clawed finger against his nose. “Right you are, but the key ring he wore it on was rigged with its very own alarm system. Were it to leave his person, a little speaker hangin’ with all the other doohickeys on his belt would start screaming.

“That presented a unique challenge, but a man such as myself is well-versed in unique solutions. From having watched him, I knew he was an avid Clashball supporter. And if I know anything, it’s that people are always happy to talk about the thing they love.

“As you would expect, I have a partner who I utilize from time to time. I have them join me, wearing an Emortium Legends jersey. All you had to do was bump into the Inquisitor on the street and spark up a conversation.”

“Did your friend have to learn a lot about Clashball?” I asked, thinking about the nuance of the plan.

“That’s the best part!” he cried. “He didn’t! All he had to do was learn just enough to carry the conversation and ask the right questions. All anybody wants to do is share their own opinions anyhow, so my friend just stood there and let ’em jaw while I came up behind with a bar of wax.”

“Wax?” I asked.

Lara nodded enthusiastically. “Classics are classic for a reason.”

“Got that right,” Clynt affirmed. “I just grab the key and press it right into the wax, making a perfect impression. All I had to do was go home and pour my own key. And now I had my own way in.”

“But getting in is only part of it,” Lara said, more excited than I could remember seeing her for quite some time. I had always known she was interested in being sneaky, but I didn’t understand the degree to which she obviously appreciated a good heist.

“Exactly right,” Clynt affirmed. “And you weren’t too far off the mark.”

“You waited for him to get blind drunk?” she pressed.

“Too risky,” he answered. “I needed to be sure that he was going to be down for the count.”

Lara clapped excitedly and pointed. “You snuck in and slipped something in his drink.”

“Getting closer but still too risky.”

At that answer, she fell silent and tapped her finger against her knee as she thought.

“People’ll do just about anything for money, so I just paid off the convenience store clerk to have him swap a laced bottle next time the Inquisitor came in for his purchase,” he explained. “That way, I knew for certain he’d be out like a light.”

“That convenience store clerk was probably tortured and killed for helping you,” Ned said, not masking his judgment.

“You’re almost certainly right about that, but I didn’t force him to take money,” Clynt said, absolving himself of all sins with one simple comment.

Ned didn’t let it drop though. “Did you tell him the risk you were putting him in by him agreeing to do what you asked?”

“Mister, if you agree to swap a bottle with one that’s obviously been tampered with and hand it to an Inquisitor, no questions asked, that’s on you,” Clynt said with a certain degree of finality and Ned didn’t answer.

“So you pulled off one of the most difficult jobs with nothing but a block of wax, a Clashball jersey and some sleeping pills?” Lara asked in pure astonishment.

Clynt was eating it up. “Yes ma’am,” he said, an irrepressible smile splitting his snout. “Sometimes the greatest heists are pulled off with the simplest methods. It just takes the right person to see the opportunities.”

“Bounty hunting is the same,” she said but I could tell she was still focused on the story. “It’s not always about some clever scheme or the best weapons but about the person wielding them.”

“My father always used to say that it was not about the tools but about the mechanic using them,” I said, and the two nodded. “And while that was a fascinating story, it doesn’t really help to explain what you plan to do next—how you think we can get into the High Cloister.”

“I’m guessing the place you stole the items from is now locked down tight?” Lara asked.

He nodded slowly. “Worse than that,” he said, his voice ominous. “Heard they were all burned to the ground. Inquisition don’t mess around. I breached their security, and they aren’t the types to sit back and let something like that happen. Instead, they made a show of it.”

“What happened to the Inquisitor you drugged?” Ned asked.

“Don’t rightly know, don’t care,” Clynt said. “His job was to keep folks like me out. He failed. What happens after that is his affair, not mine.”

“If the refectories were destroyed, how do you plan to steal more Inquisition goods?” I asked. “Or do you have another way to get into the High Cloister?”

“Your instinct is spot on,” he said, but it didn’t sound like praise, more like he was just stating a fact. “We’re gonna need Inquisition items if we’re going to somehow breach their security. I will also need one of their ships but that’ll come later.”

“I’m guessing they don’t have Inquisition storage depots where we can pilfer their supplies?” Lara joked.

“You’re closer than you think,” he said, and a smile curled her lip as she waited for him to explain how. “Any place where the Inquisition keeps a stockpile of their items would be so well guarded even I would have a hard time breaking in. And in doing so, they would bolster their defenses elsewhere as a result. Rather than going straight to the source and risk blowing our plan, we go to the one other place where we know there’s a collection,” he said, and my brain clicked.

“You want to steal from the person who bought the items from Bruta…” I said, pleased with how I had figured it out.

But Clynt barked a laugh. “The stuff I sold her was just what was left over.”

“So who did you do the job for?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, I don’t know,” he said. “It was booked through The Intermediary.”

“Is the name supposed to mean something to me?” I asked but as I was speaking, so was Lara.

Lara gasped. “The Intermediary is real?”

“Sure as shit,” Clynt affirmed. “He’s real and is the only one who could give us that name.”

“His business wouldn’t last very long if he gave that kind of information away,” Alek observed.

Clynt chittered in amusement. “Got that right, but every man’s got a price. Let’s go see my old friend and get this show on the road.”
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“I can’t believe you are going along with this,” Ned snorted.

I leaned back in the pilot’s seat and looked over my shoulder just to confirm that I was alone and the door to the cockpit was closed.

“I can’t believe your reaction given how close we are,” I said. “Imogen knows where Codename: Extinction is, and you know better than anybody that we need to get her back. Plus Vince will undoubtedly be more willing to help us if we, you know, save his life. Again.”

“I know all this, Hank,” Ned snapped back. “Don’t presume to scold or lecture me.”

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m just trying to remind you what’s at stake.”

“I know what’s at stake, but I also know that the man you’re working with does nothing but break Consortium universal law,” he stated.

That helps me to understand. It must be his programming. Since he was created by the Consortium, he would undoubtedly be created to dislike anybody who operated that much outside of universal law. Of course, there is only one response to that. “Your very existence is in violation of universal law,” I reminded him. “And everything I’ve done since meeting you is too.”

“This is different, and you know it,” he answered without hesitation. “We break the law because we have to. He does it for sport.”

“Well, lucky for us, his sport is now helping us rescue our friends,” I said.

“I know,” Ned said, and I could hear the irritation in his voice. “But I don’t like it. Or him.”

“Why?” I asked. “Do you think it is your programming?”

He let out an exaggerated huff. “I don’t know. Does it matter? I reset my programming when it prevents me from doing things or makes me less than what I want to be, but when it comes to stuff like this, I’m not sure I care if it was put in me or if it was a conclusion I came to.

“How much of what you believe is because it's something instilled in you by Mister Fidler or Lutch? Does it matter if they taught it to you or if you came to conclude it yourself? Does it matter if it was something your birth parents left in you? Should I question why you believe something is right every time you do it, or is it unimportant because you are organic. My programmers had their own beliefs, which they imbued in me. The people who bore you, those who raised you and taught you also had their own philosophies that they taught you. No mind is birthed in a vacuum, and I’m tired of you questioning me because of my heritage.”

“That was a lot to take in,” I said, unable to think of anything else. “But you’re absolutely right. And I’m sorry if it came off annoying. I am genuinely interested in knowing more about the people who designed you.”

“Maybe one day we will find out but for now, I think it’s best that we focus on the task at hand,” he said. “We are walking into a situation where we know almost nothing. I took the liberty of gathering all of the information readily available to us.”

I looked down at the display screen on the console where he was showing some information. “I appreciate that.”

“The Intermediary is one of those figures who people believe exists and don’t want to believe is real all at the same time,” Ned explained. “Looking in the files from the Conclave, all of the information is secondhand and, at best, vague.

“As you see here, arrestees will sometimes make reference to him, and he’s been brought up in several interrogations, but there’s never been any definitive proof of his existence. Though, it should be noted, nobody has tried to build a case against him.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“If I had to guess, and Lara might be able to give you a better answer here, I think it would be because there’s no reason to. No bounty hunter’s going to go after someone just for the thrill of it if the Consortium prefects are stretched thin, with limited resources. Spending the time to try and hunt down some shadowy figure just because there’s rumors about him wouldn’t be worth the manpower.”

I considered his answer and had to agree. “That makes sense.”

“I’ve started to come up with the most disheartening version of why something might be true, and when I posit that explanation, it is usually pretty close to the truth,” Ned said, and I could hear the heartbreak about his beloved government in his words.

“Unfortunately, that’s probably the best way to go about it.”

“So it seems,” Ned agreed. “But what little information we have, I don’t believe that is going to be a particular threat. In all the quotes, it sounds like he is truly a go-between. No one talks about him making moves or intimidating people or any of the other shady dealings we’ve come to expect.

“Rather, it just sounds like a person who has made a great deal of money by connecting ragamuffins.”

I snickered. “Ragamuffins?”

“What? Too cutesy?” he asked.

“Yeah, something like that,” I said, and really wanted to ask if he was programmed with that word, or if he had picked it up somewhere along the way, but I knew now wasn’t the time to ask.

“Either way,” he said. “The Intermediary might be someone it will benefit us to know. Since we seem to find ourselves in the need of…”

“Ragamuffins?”

He grunted as I chuckled. “Sketchy characters from time to time.”

“Well,” I said, “I don’t know what this meeting is to look like, but I’ll try to get on this guy’s good side if I can. You’re absolutely right that we can always use more allies, and somebody with a great deal of connections is only going to make our lives better.”

“Happy to know we are on the same page,” he said, the words dripping with insinuation.

I leaned back in my chair. “I know that you’re dubious about Clynt, and I hear you. Lara felt the same way about Imogen, and I listened.”

“You listened and ultimately ignored her just like you're listening to me and are doing the same.”

“Ned,” I said seriously. “What would you have me do? We need to rescue Imogen and Vince. Not only because they are the keys to stopping Codename: Extinction but also because we know what the Inquisition is doing to them. They helped us and now we have to help them.

“You might not like Clynt, and you don’t have to agree with what he does for a living or even the fact that we're working with him, but we need this man in order to do what’s right, and not for nothing, save the universe.”

“I know,” Ned said quietly. “I’ve been slowly chipping away at so many of my beliefs, doing so many things that I never thought that I would in order to achieve a righteous goal. I think that this man simply represents another massive departure for my own understanding of right and wrong.”

“I understand,” I said. “Everyone on the ship is very different. The one thing that we can all agree on is that none of us expected to be here now. Before all this, every one of our lives was propelling in different directions until we came together for the greater good. And don’t forget, that’s all because of you.”

“I know,” Ned said.

I couldn’t help but smile slightly. “I was expecting you to say that it was because of me.”

“Well, while you physically brought everybody together, it was I who told you about Extinction and set this entire thing in motion. So, it really is all because of me.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m always going to yield to your judgment,” I said.

What I always found strange was when I felt like I could hear the smile in his tone. “That’s how it should be. I was designed to pair with a human and work together toward a common goal. That’s why, even though you pale in comparison to Captain William West, hero of the Five Battles and pilot of the Starblaster, we work well together.”

“We’d work better together if you didn’t tell me I paled in comparison to other people,” I snorted.

“But it’s the truth.” He spoke with such unequivocal certainty that it was almost hard to be annoyed by him. Almost.

“Just because it’s your truth doesn’t mean that you have to say it,” I explained.

He paused as though he was trying to consider his words, though I knew that wasn’t the case. “I feel that by expressing it, it might encourage you to continue to grow and improve. And, so far, I believe it’s worked.”

“Yes, there’s no point arguing with that,” I said in as dismissive a tone as I could. “But I’m curious about⁠—”

I was cut off by a knock on the cockpit door.

“You two hens done cluckin’?” Clynt asked, and I opened the door for him. “Figure we must be getting close.”

“We are,” Ned said, sounding a bit surprised.

The Vekrass clambered into the copilot seat where Lara normally sat. “Don’t act all shocked. I have a knack for knowing just about how long of a gyre ride certain distances take. Some kind of innate sense. Ain’t a particularly useful skill but handy at a time like this.”

“Alek and Lara playing Warhero?” I asked.

“Seems like you already know the answer.”

I nodded.

The thief looked up at the console in front of me. “Anything I can do to turn you around on me?” he asked, obviously to Ned.

“Don’t give me any reason not to trust you,” the AI shot back.

Clynt nodded slowly. “Alright, then I should probably tell you—” he began, but before he could finish the thought, we washed out into space by the coordinates of the Intermediary.

At first, I didn’t see much except what looked like a tiny little space station in the distance. The little cylinder had several solar panel wings and was unremarkable except for the array of dishes jutting out from one side, stretching a length longer than the facility itself. I stared at it for only a moment and then saw the blips of several starships on our scanners.

The comms display fired to life immediately.

“Appointment?” a gruff male voice asked with no image displayed on the screen.

The Vekrass leaned forward. “No, but I figure he wants to have a chat. This is Clynt Nameless.”

“Hold while I transfer you.”

Clynt turned as though he was about to speak, but another voice cut into our comm systems before he had a chance. This one was masked through some kind of modulator.

“Do you come with a gift?” the voice that I assumed to be the Intermediary asked, and the question made me nervous.

I put myself out on a limb by trusting him, and now he might be offering us up as a gift. Quickly, my hand moved toward the stomper at my side and Clynt saw it. He shook his head to indicate that it wouldn’t be necessary. Not that it assuaged my doubts.

“Actually, I came here hoping you might tell me who it was that bought those goods from a certain clandestine, AI huntin’ organization?” Clynt said.

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” the voice said. “You come here after what you pulled and demand anything of me.”

“I told you at the time, I wasn’t pulling nothin’, it was a simple misunderstanding between two old friends,” Clynt said, but his voice didn’t carry the same confidence bordering on cockiness that I had come to expect. Rather, he sounded nervous. That, in turn, made me nervous.

“She did not describe it as a misunderstanding but as an utter betrayal and, as you know, I will fiercely defend my clientele,” the man intoned, and blips on our scanners began to move. Three starships were converging on our location quickly.

Using our nonverbal communication, I tapped to Ned, “Be ready.”

As an AI, he was always ready, but I still felt the need to say it. At the same moment, I pulled the earpiece out of my pocket and then slid it back onto my head.

“What’d I tell you?” Ned asked, his voice a mixture of condescension and anger.

We didn’t know what the situation was exactly.

Or I didn’t think we did until I saw the first stream of micromissiles cutting through space directly at us. Clynt strapped in just in time, and I heard Ned warn the others in the back to buckle up as well.

He didn’t waste a moment in activating the shields and barrel rolling out of the way of the first barrage before returning fire quickly. There was enough space between us that the oncoming attackers were able to easily avoid our fire, but it did the job of causing them to break into different directions.

“Get to the gun bay,” I commanded Clynt as I pulled the lever on the side of my chair, sending it sliding down the track and into the gunner’s nest.

“He walked us right into a trap,” Ned said in my ear as my chair grinded along the corridor.

“We don’t know that,” I said, but the words were hollow.

By all appearances, he had put us right into a trap, and if it weren’t for the fact that he was on the ship with us, part of me still believed that he was giving us up as a gift.

But that thought was possibly disproven when he went sliding down the corridor as well and into the other gun bay.

With Ned at the helm and able to control the guns at the front as well as another micromissile battery and the two of us gunning from the sides, we had a full complement of weapons to bring to bear.

That was good when I saw that the Intermediary’s defense ships had a little bit of everything. There was one light fighter for a quick attack, a medium one that could shred me if I got close enough, and one large attack ship that already seemed to be slowing down and planting itself in the distance to shred us with a single devastating attack.

Of course, they didn’t know that we had an AI pilot who can outthink and outmaneuver most humans. But it was no guarantee of success. While Ned’s flying had gotten us out of more than our fair share of jams, it was no guarantee of survival.

The light fighter rocketed toward us, firing a barrage. The missiles crackled against our shields and began dropping our defenses. It would take a while, but enough shots like that which even Ned wouldn’t be quick enough to avoid, would eventually open us up for worse.

And here came worse.

In the distance, the large ship began turning and tilting its massive pulse cannon. One by one, lights began to flash from red to green along the shaft of the cannon.

Ned, obviously seeing what I was seeing, began backing the ship away as quickly as he could. While still facing our opponent, he used the reverse thrusters to send us hurtling away from the pulse.

When it fired, little more than a blur streaked toward us and Ned accelerated, heading us first toward the beams and dropping us out of the way just prior to it slamming into us.

But the medium, peregrine-class ship was on an intercept course, and as both Clynt and I opened fire, I saw the streaking cracks of another energy beam crashing against our shields.

“These three seem to know what they’re doing!” I called.

“Let’s show them we know what we’re doing too,” Ned answered, gunning the engines and sending us straight for the heavy ship. As we did, I saw the lights on top begin to flash one after the other.

“The recharge on a pulse is pretty quick,” I noted.

Next, when Ned spoke, it came out in the speakers in both gun bays. “Get the peregrine behind us!”

At once, both Clynt and I knew what we needed to do. We swiveled in our chairs and then opened fire wide to the sides of the pursuing ship.

Thankfully, Clynt understood the assignment, and both of us began firing bursts that the peregrine had to avoid. It moved closer and closer toward our rear, letting itself become boxed in.

The light fighter was circling back around and closing in fast. When its bolt tore through space, Ned didn’t do anything to avoid it. It erupted against the shields in a brilliant flash while Clynt and I continued to pepper the space around us with bursts of missiles.

Looking over my shoulder, I saw how close we were to the heavy ship and watched as the last light flashed green.

One more pull of the trigger. My seat rattled as missiles exploded out of the ship and toward the peregrine that shifted to avoid the fire.

Even though I knew it was coming, the full blast of force and top thrusters fired at once. The Buzzard changed directions similar to the top of a roller coaster and we dropped out of the way of the pulse just as it burst out of the cannon.

Through the viewport, I watched as the blur of the pulse distorted the space just above our ship, before hitting the peregrine. The force of the blast was enough to tear through the shield and devastate the ship beyond. Its heavily armored hull was no match for the devastating attack, and the result was like a semi truck hitting the side of a mountain at full speed.

Metal crunched and crashed against itself, tearing apart and sending chunks of starship hurtling through space.

“Yee-haw!” Clynt cried in excitement, taking the opportunity to swivel again and send another volley of missiles into the heavy ship.

The crew, undoubtedly reeling from destroying their own ally, didn’t see the attack coming and hadn’t activated the shields—which they couldn’t have operating while they were using the pulse cannon.

Unfortunately, the thick armor plating on the side of the ship shrugged off the attack, the small explosions doing very little.

“If they raise those shields, we’re done for,” Ned said. “They could just wait us out and take pot shots with the starboard launchers until we have to either run or die.”

His mention of the launchers gave me an idea. “Circle around their side,” I commanded, and Ned did as instructed. Without hesitation, he shifted the Buzzard, and they opened fire on us.

“Aim for the launchers!” I screamed at Clynt, and both of us turned to fire on their weapons.

It was nearly impossible to see, their missiles erupting against our shields and our launchers flashing with each fired rocket. The ship was shaking uncontrollably, and rust was raining down on me, but I kept pulling the trigger.

“Shields nearly depleted,” Ned informed me though I had been watching the display in my periphery.

We kept firing.

I knew this was our only chance.

“I have to move!” Ned hollered and the Buzzard lurched as the rear thrusters activated at full.

I don’t know whose shot it was, mine or Clynt’s, but one of them struck true and struck their micromissile launcher right where the armor plating was thin, allowing a greater range of movement. The explosion was small but enough to cause the one in the chamber to blow and, in turn, the next one that was waiting to be loaded.

Soon, a chain reaction followed that blew that launcher’s ammunition reserve which, in turn, set off the others. In a moment, the entire side of the massive ship was erupting like a fireworks display. That section broke apart and exploded into space, but the other half was sealed off and designed to keep an explosion in one section from destroying the entire thing.

They activated their remaining thrusters and moved away from their own wreckage though much of it was sucked into the gyre tube with them when they activated their Tidal Drive and fled.

Just the light fighter remained, but they cut through space so quickly that even Ned’s precision flying and two active gunners were able to accomplish nearly nothing against it.

It circled back around and hit us with another round of energy bolts.

“Shield integrity at seventeen percent,” Ned said as though I needed to be told.

I squeezed the trigger, sending more micromissiles through space, but the small craft easily avoided them. Even as I got closer, it moved so fast that tracking it was nearly impossible. Ned was able to avoid the next round of fire, but with how much damage we had taken, we wouldn’t be able to last that long, and there didn’t seem to be anything we could do about them.

It was like swatting a fly that just kept avoiding your massive palm.

“Seein’ that peregrine Tidal away got me thinking,” Clynt communicated.

“I’m listening,” I said.

He fired off another volley before speaking. “Actually, this one’s for your computer friend. Is a record skip a real thing?”

Having never heard that term, I asked, “What’s a record skip?”

“One of the riskiest maneuvers in all of space flight and something I’ve only seen pulled off in real life by Captain William West, hero⁠—”

I cut him off. “Of the Five Battles and pilot of the Starblaster, I know. But what’s the maneuver?”

The small indicator on the weapons array displayed that the Tidal Drive was now warming up.

“Guess you’re fixin’ to find out,” Clynt said, and I could hear his grin.
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Once again, Ned was able to get us out of the way just in time. The next round of shots streaked just wide, and he readjusted. Soon, the Drive was charged, and I waited to see what Ned was planning.

Then it occurred to me.

“Are you trying a wash burn?” I asked, looking back between the Drive indicator and the little ship coming up on us.

“I believe that is one of the colloquialisms for it, yes,” Ned said, and my heart began to pound.

“I didn’t think that was a real thing,” I said, remembering back to hearing old scrappers talk about trying it. Occasionally, the old-timers would get randy and brag about pulling it off, but I never believed them. Lutch always said that it was nothing more than hot air, but part of me had always wanted to believe it. Now, though, I didn’t.

“Calculating trajectories now,” Ned said. I watched as the light ship swung around to take another pass.

I didn’t understand the science of gyre tubes or energy bolts well enough to know how any of this would work, and I held my breath when I saw the flash of light zip through space.

“Now!” Clynt said, but Ned was already doing his thing.

The blue and white swirled around us for just a moment, and the ship rattled and lurched. I had just enough time to see the beams in the tube with us. They looked as if they were suspended in time on their way to destroy our shields.

But that moment lasted only the blink of an eye before we washed back out, the Buzzard again shaking and rumbling, reacting to being torn out of and back into space so rapidly. Then we barrel rolled instantly, and I hardly had time to see that the light ship was right in front of us.

What happened next felt impossible.

The craft’s own beams sliced through space, crashing into its side and devastating the wing and one thruster.

“Yippee Ki-Yay!” Clynt called out as the two of us opened fire simultaneously. Our bursts of missiles converged on the target, and it was blasted apart.

“Nice work, Ned!” I shouted. “And that was a hell of an idea, Clynt.”

“Won’t last long in my line ’o work iffin you ain’t smart,” he said, and I couldn’t help but be amused by the way he spoke. Depending on how long we spent together, I would have to ask him more about where he was raised to have that kind of speech pattern.

“I wish William had seen that,” Ned said, an unmistakable twinge of sadness in his voice.

Panting and tired in the hot, cramped space, I smiled. “I think he would have been proud.”

If a computer could get choked up, Ned was in that moment. “Thank you,” he said, voice genuine and heavy with emotion.

“I’ll tell you what,” Clynt said, appearing beside me. “That was one hell of a thing.”

“It was,” I said, standing. “You led us right into a trap.”

“Weren’t my intention, I swear,” he said in all innocence, his hands in the air. “I knew he was mad at me over a little misunderstanding but didn’t think it would come to all this.”

“Sure seems like you wanted us to deal with your problem for you,” Lara said from in the hallway behind him.

“I know how this looks,” he said. “But didn’t intend for it to go sideways like this. I’ll more than make it up to you. We can start right now.”

“I’m already approaching the Intermediary’s station,” Ned said. “And I’m intruding into their systems. Surprisingly, his computer defenses are relatively minimal.”

“Suppose that’s because he figures the guard ships’ll do the trick,” Clynt said. He looked up at the speaker. “I know you already saw me as a fox in the hen house but I’m a straight shooter and I intend to make good on my word. I’ll get you into the High Cloister.”

“Okay,” Ned said and made no effort to hide his doubt.

The Vekrass thief turned back to me. “I know we just met but you showed me trust and I’ll repay it. Don’t let my profession taint you.”

“Approaching now,” Ned interjected.

I looked at the man, trying to size him up. I had offered him trust because I needed his skills, and though he had certainly given us reason not to believe him, something about him made me feel like he was genuine. Or perhaps that was how he was such a skilled thief…

“Give me a reason to trust you, and I will,” I said. “When we meet the Intermediary, I need him to give us the information and he needs to be quick. My friend’s lives hang in the balance, so I don't have time to waste. We’ve lost too much already.”

“I understand,” he said, and it all kind of made sense. If we were right about him and everything he did was about proving that he could, it would also track that he wasn’t doing all this for some nefarious reason.

Or, at least, that’s what I was going to keep telling myself as long as I needed his help, and he was willing to proffer it.

“Docking now,” Ned informed us, and I gestured for everybody to get out of my way so that we could gear up.

As we did, I tried to gather information from Clynt. “Does he have any guards on the station?”

Clynt looked up at me from where he was replacing the spent shells with fresh bullets in his revolver. “Can’t say that I know. The Intermediary runs everything station to ship. Don’t think he wants anybody coming aboard.”

“I can confirm this is probably the case,” Ned said. “I’ve been silencing the comms channel, but he’s been trying to keep us from talking ever since we downed his guards.”

“But I don’t mean he doesn’t have more on the station,” Clynt said.

“Best we keep our head on a swivel,” Lara announced she was looking at Clynt when she said it, making it obvious that she would be as likely to shoot him as one of the Intermediary’s guards if it came to it.

Alek was leaning against a stack of old scrap. “Figure I’ll stay here and guard the ship unless you call for backup.”

“You don’t always have to hang back,” I told him, and he nodded slowly.

“I know that,” he said sincerely. “But I don’t always want to crouch around places and know that it's sometimes best to have a backup plan. Sure, Ned can fly, but he can’t patch you up.”

He was right, and honestly, I didn’t always need more voices in the room. If we needed him to help out, he would be a comm away, but if we didn’t, he would be here waiting for us. And often, with something to eat.

He still prepared alongside us and was obviously going to be ready if we needed him. I would pity the guard who tried to stop us only to discover they had a Kyrog barreling down on them a moment later.

Once we were all kitted out, I led us over to the door magnetically sealed against the station access point.

“Clynt,” Ned said.

The thief looked up at the nearby camera. “Yessir?”

“You try to betray them in any way, and I’ll send Alek to pull your head off,” he said in such a deadly serious tone that it left no doubt.

“You don’t need to double down. I’ll understand how you feel about me until you have reason not to,” Clynt said. “And I don’t even begrudge you for. So long as, when I do prove it, you get off that high horse of yours.”

“It isn’t a high horse,” Ned said. “You obviously don’t know what that expression means.”

“Be that as it may,” Clynt said. “I look forward to the day when you eat your words.”

Ned took a moment before answering “I look forward to that as well.”

“Can you tell us anything about what we’re walking into?” I asked him as we stepped through the door from the side of the Buzzard and into the little extendable tunnel that had affixed to the side of the Intermediary’s station.

“From preliminary looks, it appears that he is the only person on the station,” Ned informed us. “The view of the actual Intermediary on their office camera is obstructed, but I don’t see anything else, and I don’t read anything in the scanners I’ve been able to crack.”

“Could be traps,” Clynt suggested.

Lara snorted as the door behind us began to close. “You really went all in on that.”

“Only reason I’m willing to work with y’all is ’cause you got through them all and captured me,” Clynt said and obviously meant it as praise.

“To be fair, it was Mane Malik who first captured you,” Ned corrected.

A light above the door to the station began flashing and started to slide open. “Credit where credit is due. Your friends here evaded traps that stopped many of their kind prior,” Clynt said.

We were about to step into the space station when Lara asked, “How many of our kind?”

“I think it’s best if that’s a path not trod,” the Vekrass suggested, and I nodded.

When I took my first step onto the facility, the lights began to click on, and we were awash as though a cloud had shifted out of the way of a nearby star.

On the walls were posters for television programs that I remembered Lutch talking about watching as a kid. One of the ways the Consortium maintained its influence and control over the universe was by providing the most entertainment options. And while they never went full propaganda-mode, the shows and movies espoused enough of their ideals and philosophies.

There were western serials, award-winning dramas and the kind of overrated comedies that everybody you knew seemed to quote ad nauseum, all displayed in aging cases that seemed to have become little more than terrariums for spiders.

I think the layer of dust on the ground suggested that this hallway hadn’t been walked on in quite some time. But that didn’t make sense unless the Intermediary didn’t have to eat.

I pointed my earpiece camera at the ground, hoping that it would pick up on the same lack of footprints that I had.

“The Intermediary is an AI,” Ned suggested.

I flashed a quick thumbs-up at the camera but didn’t say anything. The last thing I needed to do right now was announce our presence.

Or, anyway, that was my philosophy.

Rather than continuing slowly down the hallway, Clynt pulled out his revolver and began striding through the facility at a fast pace.

“I’ve had just about enough of hide and seek,” he announced, and Lara looked at me, her eyes full of judgment.

I hurried to follow Clynt up the hall, and after only a few more steps, we reached a large door labeled Stage 1.

It slid open at our approach, and the three of us readied our weapons.

“Don’t come one step closer!” a voice called. But they didn’t wait for us to come any closer.

The sound of machine gun fire reverberated through the space.
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Lights flashed, and I pointed my stomper around, trying to see which direction we were being shot from. But neither Clynt nor Lara moved, and after a moment, I realized it was just spotlights flashing.

The room was staged to look like a street in ancient Rome. One side was a cobbled street with storefronts and the other, an open space with camera, lighting and sound equipment.

“We aren’t here to play around,” Clynt announced. “Why don’t you tell us where we can find you so we can have a chat.”

I glanced around the room, giving Ned a chance to survey our position. “I believe he’s in the control room at your nine.”

I gestured with my weapon toward the door, and the three of us moved that way.

“I’m warning you,” the voice said through another speaker in the room. “You don’t want to come back here.”

“Your parlor tricks don’t scare us,” Clynt said back, marching with purpose toward the door to the control room.

The fact that the Intermediary had used a trick similar to what Libby had done with Suniuo Station only bolstered my burgeoning belief that he was an artificial intelligence.

Stepping up to the door, I thought we might gather up and talk about how to enter just in case he was defended, but Clynt simply tapped the button beside the door and stepped through after it opened.

“Get out of here!” a voice shouted, but this time it wasn’t augmented with digital distortion and just sounded like an angry teenager.

The room that had once been some kind of film production operations center was now filled with screens. Whatever other furniture that had been in here previously was now gone, and instead there was just a sphere of monitors in the middle.

We all began stepping around, looking for an entrance. The three of us converged on the back, peering in through a gap in the screens to see a chair at the center.

But there wasn’t a cube at its center as I expected but a young woman in a wheelchair with more medical equipment hooked up to her body than I had ever seen.

She looked at us with terror in her eyes and nobody in the room spoke for a long moment.

“She’s just a kid,” Ned said in astonishment.

It was hard to tell exactly how young she was with her short-shorn hair and hospital gown, but if I were to venture a guess, I would’ve said young teens. Of course, I knew that by this age Lara was already a bounty hunter, and I had been repairing starships for a living, but Ned still sounded astonished as he said, “How did she do all this?”

“How did you do all this?” I parroted, unable to think of anything else.

She didn’t seem able to answer, her breathing coming out in ragged, fearful gasps. “Please, please don’t hurt me.”

At that, I put my weapon away and Lara followed suit, but Clynt only lowered his.

I decided to try a different tactic. “I’m Hunter Spears, this is Kilara Vex and I think you know Clynt Nameless,” I said. “We are bounty hunters but we’re not here to hurt you and there are no open bounties on the Intermediary at the moment. So, you have nothing to fear from us.”

“I… I… you killed all my guards,” she said in a warbling voice. “I think I do have something to fear.”

“That’s a fair point,” I allowed. “But I’ll shoot anybody who shoots at me first, no questions asked. Now that we're here, though, we just want to talk.”

“So, talk…”

Ned chuckled in my ear. “She got you there.”

“I mean I want to have a rapport,” I said.

The young woman grimaced and then coughed, and when she moved her hand to her mouth, streams of cables moved with it. Her body was so thin and pale that it looked as if she was being kept alive exclusively by the machinery.

“If you wanted to play nice, you shouldn’t have brought him here with you,” she said and then pulled a surgical mask down from her wrist and onto her face.

“I told you it weren’t my fault,” Clynt justified.

I held my hands. “What is the beef between you two?”

Neither answered for a long moment but eventually, the Intermediary spoke. “Why don’t you ask your friend there?”

I turned my attention to Clynt. “When I was hired to steal one thing, I chose to steal a second.”

At that, the Intermediary balked. “That’s a pretty intentionally vague way of putting it. Another way would be that I gave you a job to steal something and instead you stole from the client who hired you.”

“I didn’t know that at the time,” Clynt said, waving his gun around the room and causing the Intermediary to wince. When she did, all the cords and bags hooked up to the machinery around her swayed and rattled. “We all go through you to keep our names out of it, so how was I supposed to know that the man I stole from is also the man who hired me?”

The young woman’s eyes flared. “Maybe you could have just done the job you were hired to do rather than just stealing whatever’s in front of you. You ever think of that?”

“I returned the necklace and waived my payment for the job,” Clynt protested, like he truly believed that he no longer deserved blame.

The Intermediary shook her head and then went through another bout of coughing. When she could finally speak, she said, “He was one of my top clients and he’s threatened to pull his business and that of all of his friends because of your little stunt.”

“Well, now, for that, I apologize,” Clynt said, taking off his hat with his free paw and holding it over his heart. “I wasn’t trying to get you into any kind of bind.”

“I don’t care whether you were trying or not,” she said. “That’s what ended up happening.”

Though she was obviously still scared, and her eyes flashed to Lara and me and Clynt’s weapon repeatedly, she also spoke with conviction of a much older person. She sounded like the successful businesswoman that she obviously was.

“How can we mend fences?” he asked, sounding sincere.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You could start by not killing my protection.”

“I’d be more than happy to pay whatever you think is fair,” Clynt offered without hesitation.

That seemed to stop her in her tracks. “Anything?”

Clynt shrugged. “I’m a rich man, and I don’t spend much money, so, sure, anything.”

The screens she was surrounded by all displayed different images. Some were television programs like the ones that had been filmed here long ago, others were newsfeeds and some more articles from the feltwork, and a few were names and numbers and information.

She tapped away on a keyboard built into her chair, and after a moment a number appeared on one of the large monitors right behind her.

My mouth fell open.

“You can’t see it, but I just spit out my water in shock,” Ned said, and I could hear the shock in his voice too.

“If it’ll make things right, that ain’t no problem,” Clynt said, his voice sounding like a casual shrug.

Lara, too, was staring at him in utter surprise, and he noticed. As he glanced at our faces, a grin crossed his snout. “I’ve been the best there ever was for a long time and I get paid as such,” he explained. “But I don’t care about the money and tend not to spend it, so if you get me what I need, I’m happy to spend it.”

“I should have asked for more,” the Intermediary said, sounding genuinely dejected.

“Probably right,” Clynt agreed. “I would have said yes to just about anything.”

She looked as though she was about to speak again, but Clynt held up the hand with his hat in it. “Too late to change a deal now,” he said and then set the hat back atop his head.

“Fine,” she complained, sounding more her age when she did. “Now, what is it that you people want?”

“I need the name of someone I did a job for,” Clynt answered.

The mask on her face puffed out as she let out a long sigh. “Why?”

“That matter?” Clynt inquired.

She tapped away at the keyboard again and the large screen behind her flashed with an image from an old cartoon with the character shouting, “Yes!”

“It matters if you intend to steal from another one of my clients,” she stated, and I had to admit that she had a point. “Do you plan to steal from this person if I give you a name?”

Clynt didn’t answer for such a length of time that she was able to extrapolate from context.

“So, let me get this straight,” she said, holding up a hand. “You came here and had to pay me off because you threatened my business by stealing from one of my clients, and at the same moment, you want me to give you the name of another client so that you can also steal from them? Is that correct?”

“Thought I paid you ’cause I killed your guards,” he said.

I couldn’t tell if he was being a smartass, but the Intermediary just huffed in annoyance.

“Both,” she corrected. “It was for both.”

Lara nudged me in the ribs even though she didn’t have to. I knew this conversation was going off the rails, and that if we were going to save Imogen, I would have to try to smooth things over between the two of them.

“Mind if I ask you a question?” I interrupted, and the two of them both turned to look at me as if they didn’t even remember I was there.

“That was a question,” Ned said.

“What’s that?” the Intermediary, raising an unkempt eyebrow at me.

“How did you become the Intermediary?” I asked, making sure to sound both sincere and interested. And, fortunately, even though I was vamping a bit, I was also genuinely curious.

She cocked her head at me, trying to size me up. “Why do you want to know?”

“Of your reasons,” I answered honestly. “For one, I’m interested to know how someone establishes themselves the way you have; second, I’m impressed that somebody of your age has been able to do what you have since, when I was that young, I was lucky my dad let me hold the soldering iron; and three, I think our interests might be aligned.”

She stared at me for a long moment. “Pretty sure that somebody who connects buyers with criminals and bounty hunters has significantly different interests.”

I laughed. “I’ll give you that much, but that’s not what I’m talking about. The reason we’re here is because we want to hurt the Inquisition. And if I had to guess, they’re not your biggest fans either. Or wouldn’t be, if they saw all this.”

For the first time, her eyes focused on me as though she was really seeing me as a person.

“Why do you want to hurt the Inquisition?”

Even her asking the question meant that I had piqued her interest, and I felt like I could get her to help us.

“Because they’re bad people who do bad things to good people,” I said, letting righteous indignation fill my words. “And they have some of my friends.”

“Wow, okay, so you’re just telling classified information to anybody who will listen at this point,” Ned admonished, and I had to ignore him.

I knew how he felt, but I was still doing what I thought was right.

“They killed almost my entire family,” the Intermediary said, her voice nearly a whisper. “Because of my condition, I needed a lot of help when I was growing up. And some of it was…”

We all know she meant without her having to say it.

“Anyway, there was a guy on the planet I grew up on who set us up with a special doctor who helped kids like me,” she explained, sounding almost excited to be telling her story.

It made me wonder how long she had been alone here.

“This doctor flew from planet to planet and did whatever was necessary to make sure that children would survive,” she continued. “But that didn’t come cheap. Even though he explained that he wished he could do it for free, running an illegal medical practice was costly.”

I nodded as she explained, and even Clynt holstered his weapon.

“He had to pay off local officials and get state-of-the-art technology from secondhand retailers and junk rats, plus he had to always be moving, and, naturally, hide from the Inquisition. But they eventually caught up with him,” she explained. I could hear the emotion breaking her voice.

“They caught up with him while he was on my planet. Now, you have to understand, all of the procedures had to be done on his ship because he couldn’t transport entire surgical stations from place to place under different planetary conditions. So, my parents dropped me off and returned home to wait.”

I felt like I knew where this was going but didn’t want to interrupt.

“That was when the Inquisition showed up,” she said, and Clynt gasped. I turned to give him a look but when I saw his face, I realized he was genuinely surprised. “While I was sleeping, getting lifesaving surgery, my parents and six of my siblings were all being tortured.”

She stopped a moment, lowering her mask to wipe away a sniffle. I wondered if she ever had told the story or if she was now reliving it aloud for the first time.

“None of them, not even my little brother, gave up the location,” she said, and she began to sob. It was a while before she was able to continue.

“The doctor got us out of there, but I woke up on a strange planet with only one family member left,” she explained.

“Who?” Clynt asked, as interested in her story as Lara had been in his about the heist.

“My twin brother,” she said. “Even though the entire family had been asked to leave the ship, our connection was too strong, and he stowed away, wanting to wait nearby until I was awake. The doctor, naturally, had discovered the stowaway as he fled but gave us safe harbor while he could.

“He let me recover on his ship but eventually told us that we would have to start our lives somewhere away from him if we were ever going to be safe. Figuring we would be safest on a planet where we could disappear entirely, he left us on Parm. And though he didn’t have to, he gave us some money to establish ourselves with.”

“That’s kind,” Clynt assessed.

“It was,” she agreed. “And he was about to leave when my brother asked something that I had been too preoccupied with grief to think about.”

“What?” Clynt said before she even finished speaking.

She smiled in amusement at him, wiping a tear from her cheek. “He asked how the Inquisition had found us.”

She paused for dramatic effect.

“And the doctor explained that it was the Intermediary he had used.”

When she said that, I thought the Vekrass might faint.

“The doctor usually vetted the people he worked with more carefully but had gotten sloppy and ultimately paid for it.

“And, as I was struggling to survive on an unfamiliar planet while my brother did all the work, I couldn’t help but think about what he had told us. Getting older, my own needs became more complicated, I began to need more contraband medical supplies.”

She gestured around herself at all of the equipment and medical computers. “But every time I needed something different, I had to send my brother out into the world to find somebody who had it, and every time we did, I would worry that he wouldn’t come back. I feared that what happened to my parents would happen to him.”

She looked away for a moment, smiling at some distant memory. “And that’s when I had the idea to connect people with needs to people with supplies. I might have been trapped in the chair, but I wasn’t trapped in my life. Using a local feltwork network, I began doing for people around Parm what I wished could have been done for us…”

“You set up a safe place for people to get anything they needed,” I filled in, thoroughly impressed with her.

“Yep,” she said, beginning to sound proud of herself. “I helped others and also helped myself along the way. There’s a lot of money to be made in this kind of work, and I have a lot of expensive needs. But eventually, I started doing well enough that the criminal element started to take notice.

“That’s when I knew I had to move. A down-on-his-luck used-starship salesman that I was friendly with won this place in a game of cards, and I offered to buy it for far less than it was worth. He was more than happy to accept since he had no use for it. My brother and I moved here, and I continued my business while also expanding it to a much larger scale.”

I looked around the room. “Where’s your brother now? The Inquisition catch up with him?”

“No,” she answered lightly. “He’s just doing the work that I can’t. He meets with people in person, gets supplies for me here and acts as my proxy.”

That’s when I got suspicious. “It didn’t look like anybody had walked that hallway for years.”

She looked at me as though I was an utter fool. “He uses the back entrance to the station. When it belonged to the movie studio, it was the VIP passage. My brother likes that he walks a literal red carpet every time he comes back here.”

“Oh,” I said. “I have to say, that’s an incredible story.”

“Thank you,” she said and pulled her mask back up over the bottom half of her face.

“And it speaks to the reason I asked the question,” I continued.

She raised her eyebrows at me. “And what’s that?”

“I mentioned at the onset that we are seeking to hurt the Inquisition, and I thought that you might be sympathetic to that cause,” I said.

“Obviously, I am,” she said. “They murdered my entire family and the doctor who helped me but⁠—”

Before she could finish, Clynt cut in. “They got to the doctor too?”

She laughed miserably. “Yes, a few years after he helped me. Part of what I sell is information, so I always had my ears to the ground, and I heard that the Inquisition eventually caught up with him on Kovacs 02. He was burned alive on his ship and left there like a piece of garbage. Not being satisfied with that and for a man who helped so many people at great personal risk, I dispatched some of my own employees to see that he was properly buried.”

She reached into the yoke of her shirt and pulled on a little chain, revealing a small vial with a metal point inside. “This was one of his scalpels and I keep it on me always as a reminder of what he sacrificed for others and why I do this job.”

“So, you have more reason than anyone to want to see the Inquisition suffer,” I said. “And I intend to make that happen.”

She appraised me for a long moment. “You’re not just a bounty hunter.”

Now, I was happy to give her enough information to get her to trust me but I certainly wasn’t about to give away all our secrets. Especially not to somebody who trafficked in them.

“We have a certain moral code we chose to live by,” and though I was being obviously deceptive, the Intermediary let it go.

“Okay,” she said after a moment. “I understand that and, from my story, you know that I’m sympathetic to your cause. But,” and she dragged the word out for quite a long time, “if I give away information on the people who hire me, my business will dry up and I won’t be good to anyone.”

“What if we offer to buy the goods?” Lara suggested even though we really didn’t have the money to do so. Perhaps she was thinking that we could get Clynt to pay for it since he didn’t seem to care one iota about his money.

“Hmmm,” she said, looking up and away and tapping on her space bar absentmindedly.

And I was honestly surprised she was even entertaining the notion. Obviously, the fact that we were going after the Inquisition had gotten us really far. Given the fact that we had killed her protection or forced them to flee, she was being remarkably cool with us. Of course, she seemed to be a pragmatic young person, and Clynt’s money seems to have had the desired effect.

“I would be willing to reach out to the buyer on your behalf, but when he says no, and he will say no, I can’t pursue this any further,” she answered finally. “If what you’re telling me is true, I really do want to help you, but I can’t jeopardize everything I’ve built because a dishonest thief and his muscle asked me to.”

“You can call me a lot of things,” Clynt said, and I could hear the offense in his voice. “But dishonest ain’t one of them. I’d appreciate if you took that back.”

She eyed him, looking as though she was deciding if he was serious or not. When she realized he was, she said, “We’ll call it even for the situation you put me in.”

He didn’t seem satisfied with that answer but nodded.

“Now back off so I can make the call,” she said, waving him away with a slow flick of her hand.

“Gotta piss anyway,” he said, still sounding grumpy. He turned to us. “Vekrass have small bladders. In case you didn’t know.”

“Just down the hall,” the Intermediary called, but as soon as he began to move, several of the screens turned to security feeds.

She might be young, but she wasn’t naïve.

“I assume I don’t have to tell you two to keep your mouths shut?” she asked.

We didn’t answer verbally, the two of us just shook our heads no.

The main screen at what I would have deemed the center of her sphere changed once again as she began typing with both hands on the split keyboard at the tips of the armrests of her wheelchair. Soon, lines of text began to appear on the screen and the station shook for a bit. I assumed it was because the array was shifting positions.

On another one of the screens, an image appeared to indicate that, somewhere else in the universe, a comms relay was ringing.

“Hello,” she said and even though it was her voice I was hearing, I could tell how it sounded through the digital distortion.

We couldn’t hear the voice on the other line, but they answered quickly and the Intermediary spoke again. “I have a potential buyer for some items from your collection.”

Silence waited again, and I tilted my head to try to hear. But when I did, I realized that my earpiece camera was no longer on me. For a moment, my heart began to race as I thought I’d lost my way of communicating with Ned, and I was about to reach for my pockets to check but stopped myself.

It was certainly possible that I had lost it, but looking at the monitor pointed at the restroom door down the hall on the space station, I realized there was another possibility.

“Are you certain?” she asked, and another short silence followed. “I’ll let them know.”

She disconnected the call and turned back to us. “As expected, he’s not interested in selling any of his collection.”

“And you’re sure there’s nothing we can offer you in exchange for the information we seek?” I pleaded. “Imagine knowing that the Inquisition had your family right now and you could stop them.”

Even under the mask, I could see her face react to that.

“They don’t. I have to protect myself and the only family I have left,” she said, but her words betrayed the deep misery she felt and for having to tell me it.

Clynt reappeared, poking his head around the corner of the monitors and into the little gap.

“Miss anything good?” he asked.

Lara grunted. “Nothing but us hitting a dead-end.”

“I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing,” the Intermediary said, and she sounded truly sorry.

Clynt pulled on the brim of his hat. “We understand that business is business.”

She nodded slowly. “I hope you can appreciate that I have to do what’s right for my brother and me.”

We began to turn and walk away but she called after us. “I better get the money to make good on what you did to my people.”

“You’ll get it,” Clynt hollered back and then a wicked smile crossed his face. “You best believe I ain’t dishonest.”
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“What the hell are we going to do now?” Lara said, stomping across the cargo hold once we were back on the Buzzard.

“We’re going to steal a bunch of Inquisition items from the man she sold a bunch of Inquisition items to,” Clynt said in an utterly self-satisfied tone of voice.

Lara looked at him for a moment and then blinked as recognition crossed her face. “How? What? How?”

“To answer that litany of questions,” Clynt said, the three of us making our way up toward the cockpit where Alek was sitting and reading a book about Warhero cards. “How, I’m just that good. What, I got our AI friend to gather a little intel for me. And how again, I’m just that damned good.”

We all sat, and Ned began to disconnect the Buzzard from the station. “To actually answer your question, Lara, when Clynt learned that she was going to make the call, he stole the earpiece Hank was wearing without anybody noticing.

“He then went to the bathroom where he could communicate with me and had me analyze the position of the array so that I could determine to where the call was being made. Because, well I certainly wouldn’t have been able to intrude into her network without her knowing, I had been able to access the station’s systems— as you know.”

A broad grin across Lara’s face and how much she was enjoying it made me wish that I was better at stealth moves.

“You’re always moves ahead,” she said, obviously impressed.

“Not always, but I like to know which way the winds are blowing,” he said in a surprise turn toward modesty.

I strapped myself in as Ned piloted the Buzzard away and activated the Tidal Drive. “You know she’s going to send people after you once she realizes what you’ve done?”

“Let her,” Clynt said with a snort. “Sure as shit she’s the one who put the bounty on me in the first place, and her people were looking to carve us up the second we arrived. I won’t lose any sleep over stealing this contact from her.”

“I thought you said you were honest…” Lara said, but she had that grin still plastered across her face.

“Never told her I wasn’t gonna steal the contact,” he justified.

Alek looked up from his book. “You’ve got a logic for everything, don’t you?”

“Surely do,” Clynt answered without a moment’s hesitation.

“Ned was letting me watch what was going on here on the comms array,” Alek said. “You don’t mind at all that what you’re doing could potentially ruin her business?”

But it wasn’t Clynt who answered. “She’s a criminal engaged in illegal activities,” Ned said, and I decided against reiterating that we were too.

“You’re absolutely right, but she’s doing it for pretty good reasons,” Lara noted.

A sound came out of the speaker then that I couldn’t quite identify. “If she doesn’t believe in the laws, she should be working to change them. We are all here doing things well outside of the Consortium’s rules of law, but we're doing them to make the universe a safer place. It’s not the same as doing it for personal profit.”

“If she were living within the Consortium’s rules, she’d be dead,” I noted. “I don’t know what conditions she has, but it’s pretty obvious that those machines were keeping her alive. You can’t make a better universe if you’re dead.”

Ned didn’t answer for a long time.

“I’m thinkin’ you broke his brain,” Clynt observed.

“No, it’s just… complicated,” he said finally. “There are certain moments where I can almost feel my programming going up against itself.”

“Internal conflict is part of the human experience,” Lara observed. “Believing two things or feeling two ways is a key aspect of all of our lives.”

“It’s not unique to humans,” Alek noted.

Clynt looked between all of us. “I’ll say that I’m of a pretty singular mind on most matters. But that might be more specific to me than to my species.”

“I would expect most intelligent life has some version of it,” I said. “But I have no real basis for believing that.”

“That’s actually very helpful to hear,” Ned said, his tone absolutely sincere. “Hank and I were recently discussing the question of what’s my programming and what’s my learned experience, and it’s been on my mind ever since. Actually, it’s on my mind all the time. I struggle with the question of why I believe things and feel certain ways.”

Lara leaned back in her chair, running her hands through her hair. “Again, that’s a pretty common thing.”

“And we can talk about it till the cows come home, but we won’t get nowhere,” Clynt put in.

I turned to look at him. “How much of who you are is how you were born and how much is what you’ve been taught?”

“I think I was born how I was, and my upbringing accentuated who I am,” he answered.

Alek scoffed. “That’s a lot of words to say nothing.”

“Ask me,” Clynt said, “all of this is a lot of words to say nothing. Don’t matter why we are who we are. What matters is what we do. And now, we need to rob some rich prick who collects Inquisition items.”

That was enough of a reason to return to our work. “Ned, what can you tell us?”

“The analysis of the signal points directly to a wealthy enclave on the planet O.P. VIII, and I am now cross-referencing it with news articles and the bounty hunter database in order to determine exactly who our target might be,” he explained.

“Can’t you just look for an article about some rich guy who buys this kind of crap publicly also?” I asked but felt like it was a foolish question before I even finished speaking.

“You won’t be shocked to learn that nearly every house in the neighborhood has somebody living in it who frequents auctions,” Ned explained. “And since the sale of Inquisition items, contemporary or historic, is illegal, I’m trying to base it on other purchases. Unfortunately, all of them seem to be buying, as you might say, weird crap.”

“Am I the only one imagining Libby being really excited to hear all the ‘weird crap’ that these people are buying?” Alek asked, chuckling to himself.

Lara laughed at that too. “Well, now I am.”

“I’ll play along,” Ned said, still shuttling us away from the station. As we passed the debris field from the peregrine, I couldn’t help but analyze it for scrap. That part of my brain would never turn off no matter how far I got from my old job.

“There was the last instrument played on a sinking ship, a lock of human hair in a jar, the sword worn by LeRoy Votto, General of the Armies during the Five Battles, a so-called pear of anguish and, I’m not making this one up, the underpants of a long-deceased Royal.”

“People spend their money on the foolhardiest things,” Clynt observed.

I agreed but had to ask. “What’s a pear of anguish?”

“It’s a mechanism consisting of a pear-shaped metal device divided into several rounded-off segments that can be spread apart by turning a key inside the body of the victim,” Ned explained. “Where inside them, I will leave up to your imagination.”

“That’s gotta be it,” Alek said, setting his book down on his knee.

Ned wasted no time in answering. “That was my thought as well, but I wanted to go through all of the information before rushing to judgment.”

“Tell us about them,” Lara insisted, her bounty hunter mode fully activated.

“The buyer of the pear was a proxy for Brendon Krasney, the CEO of Fer-De-Lance Automotives,” Ned explained. “But I haven’t been able to find anything to indicate that he’s the kind of person interested in the Inquisition. All of the articles are about his charity work, his generous donations, and his upstanding business practices.”

“He could have just paid to have the feltwork scrubbed of the other kinds of stories,” Alek noted.

Ned displayed several articles about the man in quick succession on the comms screen. “Certainly possible that I also checked some less reputable sources and archived data, but there was nothing there either.”

Lara leaned forward. “Just because he’s an upstanding man in public doesn’t mean he can’t also be interested in the dark side of human history or human nature.”

“That’s true but—” Ned began but was cut off by Clynt.

“It’s probably for sex,” he said, and we all turned to look at him. “Most of the weirdest things I steal are for rich people to have sex in. They may pretend like it ain’t but it is. This man probably treats his employees good all day and then goes home to knock boots with his wife while holding a knife that some ancient Inquisitor used to peel the skin off a kid with a prosthetic leg.”

That shut us all up.

Now that we were fully clear of the debris, Ned activated the Tidal Drive, and we began our trip toward O.C. VIII.

“When we get there, I’ll suss out the situation and we decide how best to proceed,” Clynt offered, and that was fine by me.

“Sounds good,” I agreed.

“You should all get some rest during the flight,” Ned suggested. But as we were standing to head to our quarters, Ned whispered in my earpiece. “I’m going to keep an eye on Clynt, and you better bet your ass that I’ll wake you up if he does anything even half-fishy.”

Clynt sprang out of the room and made his way down the hallway quickly, then curled up on the couch in the common space. Alek, who had recently rested enough to last him a long while, just leaned back in his chair in the cockpit and picked his book back up.

Lara and I walked down the hallway, but as I turned to walk into my room, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“How are you holding up?” she asked, and I was surprised by the question.

Not only that, but I also wasn’t even sure what the answer was.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I know we need to rest and travel and that we are getting closer to helping Imogen every minute, but how long it’s taking is killing me. She trusted us and her aunt entrusted us with her protection, and we failed.”

“We are doing everything we can for her,” Lara reminded me.

She looked down the hall and lowered her voice. “How are you feeling about our new… friend?”

“Not sure about him either,” I answered. “You seem to like him.”

“I won’t pretend he’s not fascinating,” Lara said. “I’ve always prided myself on being one of the most stealthy bounty hunters out there, but hearing him, I realize I’m an amateur.”

“Plus, traveling with me, your opportunities for stealth have fallen by the wayside.”

She smiled, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Sure, you sometimes blunder along like a herd of elephants, but I still get opportunities to do things my way too.”

“And having Clynt along will only give you more opportunities,” I said.

She nodded happily. “Yeah, and hearing stories will only teach me how to be better. I’m always trying to improve.”

“So one day you can be as good as Mane Malik?” I asked with a shit-eating grin.

She punched me lightly on the shoulder. “Or maybe you want to be him so you can try and get me into that apprentice’s outfit?”

“I like the way you dress now,” I said, looking her over. “But we both know you look damn good in anything.”

She blushed and looked away.

“We really should get some rest,” she said, maintaining her eye contact with the floor.

But before she turned to leave, I asked, “And how are you holding up?”

“I’m fine,” she answered but forced.

I waited for her to look back up at me and when she did, I asked, “Especially after the conversation with Mister Fidler.”

“Oh, um,” she said, the wheels in her mind turning, “I’m not sure. Honestly, I’m just trying to push it aside. I learned a couple of things recently about my own past, and even though they are disparate and disconnected, I’m starting to realize that there’s just a lot about me I don’t know.”

“A lot about you, a lot about the other people in your life?” I asked.

It took her a moment to answer. “Both. Despite what Clynt believes, I know our upbringing has a lot to do with who we are now. Understanding the people who raised us or birthed us can help us know ourselves better too.”

When I didn’t say anything, she continued. “I’m sorry that there wasn’t more information about your parents.”

“I’m not sure I want it,” I admitted. “I’m in a place in my life where I’m content with who I am and why I am.”

“You don’t want to know more?” she asked, sounding surprised even though I had made this point to her before.

I shook my head. “Nah, but I am happy to be here for you and to help in whatever way I can. I know that you have more you want to learn about Syn Kel Kal as well. When we were with Zenobia last, I knew there was something more there.”

She nodded in acknowledgment. “Yes, and you know I’m trying to get better about talking with you about these kinds of things. But it all takes time.”

“No rush,” I told her. I meant it. “You take as long as you need with all this but just know that I’m here.”

“Thank you,” she said sincerely, then turned away and headed for her room.

When I closed the door to my own cabin, I let out a long sigh that seemed to carry the massive weight of thoughts and emotions.

As I tended to, I fell asleep the moment my body hit my cot and was awakened again when Ned’s voice cut through space.

“We’re here,” he said. “Let’s go steal from the rich.”
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The Buzzard immediately stood out like one rotten apple set to spoil the bunch, and the moment we stepped out into the parking lot surrounded by the most expensive starship brands in the universe, Alek turned back.

Over his shoulder, he called back. “I’ll stay nearby.”

I wasn’t going to fight him on it and knew that it was probably the right call. When I turned around to talk to Clynt, he was gone.

“Intrusion will be impossible here,” Ned informed me. “Best security I’ve ever come across and I think if I even tap their firewalls, the Inquisition will be on us lickety-split.”

Lara and I knew better than to answer but, even as the Buzzard began to lift off and leave, we knew that the two of us stuck out as badly as the rust bucket that was taking off had. The last thing we needed to do was raise any suspicions or draw unnecessary attention.

The way I looked down at myself must have given Ned the same idea. “There are several shops along the white street just off the lot, here. I would recommend changing if you’re going to surveil the neighborhood.”

Lara nodded wordlessly, and the two of us turned in the direction of what was obviously the shopping district.

At the far side of the starport lot, there was a marble archway with a big welcome sign. Beyond, I could see a long hedgerow. We walked very quickly, only passing one wealthy tourist with shopping bags hanging off both arms. In a surprise to no one, she gawked at the two fully outfitted bounty hunters but didn’t say anything as she passed, though I swore she made a comment under her breath when she believed she was outside of earshot.

The weather was temperate, neither too hot nor too cold. I had once heard Ned refer to it as Goldilocks weather, though I hadn’t asked why.

We took a short walk along a path enclosed on both sides by tall, perfectly manicured bushes. The path opened onto a little plaza with a burbling fountain. Here, there was a kiosk serving cocktails that were so high-priced I thought it was a joke at first. In front of the little bar were tables, each with two chairs and two shallow podiums with a cushion sitting on top.

It took me a moment to realize what their purpose was before I saw two older women chatting and drinking their champagne while their small dogs sat on the velvet pads beside them.

We quickly skirted around the fountain, trying to put it between us and the wealthy dowagers, hoping they wouldn’t take any notice of us. I didn’t glance back, the two of us simply continuing forward along a raised platform over a wide field of yellow grass.

At once, Lara and I both stopped and gawked. In the distance was a herd of brown and white animals with long legs and equally long necks.

“Are those giraffes?” Lara gasped.

I stared at the animals in the distance that were using long tongues like hands to grab leaves off of a tall, umbrella shaped tree. “I think they are.”

“They are,” Ned said. “When humanity’s ability to keep our Earth alive declined in the wake of the last of the Five Battles and the Earthan Diaspora began, a man named David Irwin began a project to save as many wildlife species as he could.”

Often, when Ned told me history related to whatever I was looking at, I would drown him out, but now I listened as he spoke.

“Using funding from many private donors, he purchased a ship which he called the New Ark and filled it with as many animal species and gene samples as he could. Apparently, it was one of the most harrowing and complicated operations undertaken during the Diaspora, but it resulted in many species that would otherwise have been lost to the universe being saved.”

“Amazing,” Lara said, leaning on the railing and staring into the distance. We watched a herd of small antelope springing through the open field and saw, in the distance, a watering hole with even more creatures that I had only ever seen in television programs were drinking.

“David Irwin not only worked to repopulate the species but created them suitable biomes,” Ned continued. “Rather than transporting species to other worlds and hoping they would survive, he bioengineered seeds to create near replicas of Earth conditions.

“Of course, different substrates and limited numbers of flora could be brought or produced, but things like this are as close a facsimile to Earth as you’ll find, all in the name of protecting wildlife species.”

“And all because one man felt it was important,” Lara said, looking at me.

I didn’t say anything but stared at the animals for a moment longer and then decided that we had to go.

I gestured in the direction of the other side of the bridge. We continued walking until it terminated in a long street of tall buildings on either side. Glass fronted at their bases, they all appeared to be stores of one kind or another.

Lara pointed in the direction of one of the rectangular white buildings. In the windows were people being paid to stay as living mannequins in the planet's most fashionable styles.

“Let’s go shopping,” she said, and I followed her into the shop.

With her stealth suit and belt full of weapons and my heavy armor over workman's coveralls, the two of us could not have looked more conspicuous. A few heads turned immediately, and Lara and I both hurried across the store quickly to find a quiet corner where we could stand.

Undoubtedly assuming that we were planning to rob them, one of the shopkeepers was on us in a moment.

He had a thin mustache, and his jet-black hair was slicked into a style that seemed to be an attempt to approximate crashing waves. He wore a suit in a fashion I couldn’t even begin to describe what seemed like what would happen if you asked the computer to design an ultramodern Renaissance outfit.

“Are you lost?” he asked. Or was it accused?

Lara folded her arms across her chest. “Is that how you speak to customers?”

He raised a razor-thin eyebrow at her. “Have you bought anything?”

“No.”

“Then you’re not a customer yet,” he said, his voice thick with smug self-satisfaction.

Lara cocked her head defiantly. “We may not be dressed to your standards, but you’re not better than us because you work in a store that sells clothes you can’t afford. Why don’t you tone it down and get us two outfits.”

His eyes went wide for a moment and his mouth then pulled into a scowl.

He looked as though he was about to speak, but Lara snapped in his face and waved him away. To my surprise, it worked, and he was gone in an instant, leaving us in a back corner surrounded by mirrors and outfits that I didn’t want to afford.

“People like that really piss me off,” she said.

I chuckled. “That was pretty obvious.”

“I’ve tried to stay more even keeled recently but sometimes…” she trailed off.

“You never have to apologize for—” But before I could even finish, the clerk returned with a hanger in each hand.

We took the bagged outfits without saying anything, and each of us then disappeared into a changing room.

For just such an occasion, Lara had taught me to start carrying a medium-size bag that zipped down into a little pouch in one of my pockets. This would be where I could store my current outfit while wearing this one.

Things like that were the kind of considerations I would never have thought about. Always having Lara as a mentor was invaluable. She had been doing this kind of thing for so long that she knew what to expect in many situations. I might be able to eyeball a hundred-year-old battleship and know where the best footing would be, but she knew exactly what to prepare for when out on a hunt.

After pulling everything I was wearing from my body, I unzipped the bag and then pulled it from the hanger, revealing the ensemble. If someone were to ask me what the exact opposite of the scrapper’s outfit looked like, I might have described this.

Long white socks reached from foot to knee, where they disappeared into large, puffy pants that billowed up to the waist. The maroon material was stitched with gold trim matching that of the vest which, in turn, was worn over a shirt with large sleeves that were split into strips. Hanging over the shoulder was a cape that seemed only to reach about halfway down the back and over one of the arms.

As I stared at it, shifting positions and deciding if I could even bring myself to put it on, I noticed the gold trim appeared to move and flare.

Ned began to explain, “That’s a special silk weaved by the⁠—”

“I don’t care,” I said, cutting him off. “I’m still just working up the courage to put this thing on.”

“What difference does it make?” Ned shot back, obviously annoyed that I hadn’t let him finish. “You’re wearing it for the purposes of a mission.”

“If I had shown up to the Scrapper’s Guild wearing this, I’d have been laughed out of the building,” I said.

“Well, lucky for you, we're not at the Scrapper’s Guild,” Ned retorted. “We’re in a richass neighborhood on the planet where a single house is worth more than the GDP of Bussel.”

He was, of course, right and so, slowly, I began to get dressed. Despite how ridiculous I thought I looked, the fabric was soft and comfortable against my skin. Rather than being heavy and protective, it felt light and airy.

With each new layer, I got more absurd looking but also more cozy. It was an odd dichotomy, but I kept my hands moving, cinching this and tucking that. By the time I pulled the half cape over my shoulder, I looked ridiculous but felt fabulous.

I stared at myself for a long time in the mirror.

“You have to do something about that hair,” Ned said, and I furled my brows at myself for him.

“You look like someone who just pulled armor over their head,” he stated.

I gave the little camera a flat look. “I am someone who just pulled armor over their head.”

“Precisely,” he said. “Wipe down the back and pull the front forward a little bit.”

I did as I was instructed. “How do you even know to do all this?” I asked the computer program.

“I’ve mentioned previously that Captain William West was a bit of a lothario,” Ned said. “As his pair partner, I was privy to many late-night dalliances. So, while I might not have a physical form myself, I do know what looks good.”

“You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”

He chuckled. “It’s only a surprise because you haven’t yet come to the conclusion that I’m great at everything.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving him away and pulling aside the curtain. I stepped out into the little nook and was immediately surrounded by even more visions of myself. I looked at one, then the other, and then a third, before stepping up to Lara’s changing room and knocking.

“I can’t stand to look at myself one second longer,” I called through the door. “How you doing in there?”

“Um,” she said and then I heard the door unlatch. I didn’t want to presume, so I stayed until she added, “Give me a hand with something.”

I cracked the door and stepped into the little space that was obviously not designed for two. Lara was in a green and white dress that was so wide at the bottom that it nearly took up the entire changing room but was quite tight on top.

“Can you zip this thing up?” she asked, looking at me in the mirror with her back to me. She pulled her hair into her hands, bunching it up and holding it above the clasp that held the dress closed at her neck.

“Sure,” I said and reached out. I was surprised to see that my hands were shaking just a little bit and I hoped that she didn’t notice. Holding the fabric in my left hand, I grabbed the zipper between my thumb and middle finger, using my pointer to keep the zipper from pinching her flesh. As I ran it up her back, the tip of my finger ran along her skin.

I swallowed hard and, when I was done with the job, stared at her reflection.

She let her hair down and it cascaded onto my hand.

“Thanks,” she said and turned around.

When she did, her eyes ran up and down me, and a smile crossed her lips and she barked a laugh.

“You look… amazing!” she said, continuing to laugh and stare at me in the getup.

“Thanks,” I huffed, crossing my arms.

She shook her head. “No, no, I mean, you do look good, it’s just…”

“Not something that I would normally wear,” I filled in.

“Right,” she said, wiping away a tear. “Not something you would wear. I mean, even for Halloween, you would only ever dress up as an adventurer or soldier. So, it’s a real treat seeing you in this.”

“Well, I’m happy I can be of service,” I said and did a little bow, but when I did, it brought us very close together in the cramped space, and I shot back up.

She pulled at the waistline of the dress and shifted a little. “How do I look?”

“Gorgeous.”

That stopped her dead. “No quip about this outfit or about how I’ll need to be rescued from a dragon or anything?”

“No,” I answered, and I wasn’t laughing now. “I’ll just say that you’re a beautiful woman in a beautiful outfit, and you look absolutely radiant.”

“Oh,” she said, her pale skin flushing a darker shade of red than I’d ever seen.

Neither of us spoke for a long moment before she finally said, “Hank, what are we doing?”

I was at a loss for words, so Ned answered for me. “What you’re doing is getting off mission. I want you both to know that I fully support the two of you exploring whatever this is, but now is not the time, and this is not the place. We have a thief who’s casing the mansion of one of the wealthiest men in the universe, and that’s probably what you should be attending to, instead of staring longingly into each other’s eyes.”

“You’re right,” Lara and I both said in unison.

“I’m happy Alek wasn’t here to hear that,” Ned said. “Cute as it was. But now we have to go.”

Lara and I stepped quickly from the changing room. I grabbed my duffel as she made her way to the front and paid. While we technically weren’t on mission, she was usually happy to pay for on-mission expenses with her bounty earnings.

As we were walking from the store, she looked at the clerk who had picked the outfits for us.

“Perfectly picked and you sized us up properly,” she praised and then we stepped out into the street as the man hurried away, undoubtedly going to tell his coworker exactly what had happened in a story that would probably take longer than the entire situation.

We now looked good, but the two of us had large bags full of weapons and armor slung on our backs. “What do we do with these?” I asked.

“Follow me,” she said and stepped out into the street. There didn’t appear to be any cars allowed here, so the wide boulevard was set with benches, small stages for street violinists, and specially designed little boxes where pets could relieve themselves.

Lara walked with confidence, and now that we were dressed much more similarly to the others on the street, hardly anyone took notice of us. In outfits that would turn heads nearly anywhere else in the universe, here, we were all but invisible.

I followed her as she moved purposefully past jewelry shops, upscale restaurants, and luxury starship dealerships, until she reached the hotel. She turned and stepped in, then walked straight up to the front desk.

“I’d like to rent a room,” she said, and the woman behind the desk just stared at her for a moment.

“Certainly, but none of the rooms will be available till this afternoon,” she informed Lara.

My old friend smiled. “That’s no problem.”

They went through the business of renting the room and when she was done, Lara added, “May we leave our bags here until our room is ready?”

“Certainly,” the woman said again and called one of the bellhops over to collect our things. He handed us a tag with a number on it and, in a moment, we were back out on the street.

“Not a bad plan,” I smirked down at her.

She nodded. “For just the price of a hotel room deposit, they watch our stuff and keep it safe for as long as we need them to.”

“Bounty hunters really do have a solution for everything,” I said.

We continued up the street, and it almost felt odd to be so unencumbered. I was so accustomed to the layers and the heavy armor weighing me down that I felt as if I could jump up onto one of the roofs of the buildings now.

“You kept a weapon?” Lara checked.

I looked at her with wide, surprised eyes. “Should I have?”

She stopped and stared at me with a mixture of disappointment and surprise. But I let a smile cross my face.

“Oh,” she said and rolled her eyes.

“I got you,” I bragged.

She let out a little snort. “The reason you got me is because you assumed I would believe you are that stupid so, I’m not sure how proud you should be.”

“She’s right,” Ned added. “If I hadn’t watched you hide your gun, I would have also believed that you forgot it.”

“How did this go from me making a joke to you busting my balls?” I asked, and we continued our way through the shopping district until we eventually reached the end of the street, where some stairs led down to an enormous park.

Around the gardens on all sides were mansions, each one larger and more beautiful than the last.

“Would you prefer this view or Hiromoto’s?” Ned asked, and I had to think back to even recall who that was.

“That was the place with the view of all the planet clusters?” I asked, remembering that the inside of his home was not all that impressive and that the entire situation with him was pretty depressing.

“Yes,” Lara answered. “And I would definitely take this view.”

“Now I’m thinking about it, me too,” I agreed.

We looked out over the beautiful garden. I couldn't help but notice that it was almost empty.

“I would take Hiromoto’s,” Ned said. “It was neat.”

There was a woman painting a bird in the middle of the park and Lara nudged me, gesturing toward her.

We walked in that direction, and I stared at the bird that was just sitting on one of the park benches, eating what I realized was a full loaf of bread from a little bakery we’d just passed. I couldn’t believe that she would spend that much money on food that she would just toss to an animal to keep it close by while she painted. But, of course, she probably didn’t think spending money on outfitting a small group of rebels to fight a hidden enemy was a good use of money. So, we were even.

As we approached, Lara slowed her pace. “Don’t scare that bird,” she warned. “If you ruin this woman’s painting, she won’t tell us anything.”

I didn’t say a word but knew she was right. I began moving less quickly as well, and the two of us walked up, making fake small talk as we did. When we did, Lara made the approach. But even as she got close, the woman didn’t look up. She dipped her brush gingerly in a mixed blob of red and yellow, swirling it just so and dabbing on her pallet before taking it to the canvas.

Unlike most of the people I’ve seen doing art on the street, hers was quite good. She captured the vibrant colors of the green and red head of the little animal perfectly.

“Excuse me,” Lara said, and the woman sneered but didn’t look over.

My friend looked back at me, her eyes catching the light of the midmorning sun. I shrugged.

“Excuse me,” she said again.

“Can’t you tell I’m intentionally ignoring you?” the woman asked.

I wondered if Lara would give up. She didn’t. Instead, she turned around and then stepped around behind me. I felt a gentle hand on my back, and I stepped into the woman’s periphery.

“I hate to be a bother, but I was hoping you might know where I could find my old friend Brendan,” I asked, making my voice as low and smooth as possible.

Upon hearing me, she turned for just a moment, but when she caught sight of me, she set her brush down in a little cup of water.

She wore a dress that was similar in style to Lara but with much less tulle in the dress and a bit looser fitting on top. What I presumed to be the casual version of the fashion. Her hair appeared to have been styled first thing in the morning but came undone strand by strand as she focused on the bird.

Her eyes ran over me and she smiled. When she did, the lines in her face showed through the heavy makeup.

“You said that you were friends with Brendan?” she asked, but the way her eyes narrowed and lips pulled down when she said his name, I could instantly tell there was no love lost between them.

“Well, we worked together briefly a long time ago,” I said as though I was admitting it. “And we had a—well, I wouldn’t call it a falling out…”

I let the words hang as the woman turned her body to face mine.

“Those things do tend to happen,” she said, sounding excited at the prospect of some juicy gossip. “What did you say your name was?”

“Hank.”

“A pleasure,” she said. “I’m Chelsea.”

“Based on the information I’ve gathered, her family are tabloid magnates,” Ned informed me.

“And is that your wife?” the woman asked, pointing behind me.

“Girlfriend,” I said with a dismissive wave toward Lara. “I’m divorced.”

Chelsea’s eyebrows flashed up for a moment. “Lucky.”

Moments like this always made me happy to have the gift of gab. I might not be the best at shooting or investigating or piloting, but I could talk when I had to.

“It’s certainly freed me up to live a more… passionate… life,” I said, leaning in just a bit.

“And you are just here to see your friend?” she asked.

I gave a little laugh. “Friend would be too strong a word, but he’s the only person living here who I know, and I’m considering a move.”

That got her attention. “Who’s leaving?” she asked excitedly. “Is it Tanya? Naomi?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said as though it was a disappointing admission. “My friend is a listing agent and only told me that a house here would be on the market soon.”

“I’ll keep my ear to the ground,” she said, and I knew that the moment we parted ways, her investigation would begin.

“Thank you. Now, I have to ask,” I said in a low, conspiratorial tone, “what can you tell me about my old colleague?”

“Oh, well, I wouldn’t want to speak out of turn,” she said, looking over my shoulder at Lara.

I looked at Lara. “Honey, be a doll and count how many leaves are on that tree.”

Her eyes lit up. “I’ll try!” she enthused and sprang away, the bird that the older woman had been painting taking note but going back to its bread.

“She used to be your assistant?” Chelsea asked with a laugh.

I acted astonished. “How did you know?”

She continued to smile at me. “I know the type. They're all as ditzy as they are pretty, and you guys can’t seem to keep it in your pants around them.”

It was interesting but she didn’t sound judgmental. If anything, her tone was a bit envious. And, by the way she was talking to me, I wondered if she went blow for blow with her husband’s dalliances.

“Is Brendan guilty of that too?” I asked, trying to make it sound like I couldn’t wait for the next juicy morsel of gossip, ready to pack it out like the bird she had been painting.

But she laughed. Not so much of what I had said, but at me. “No,” she answered unequivocally. “He’s not the type at all. I’ve watched any number of barely legal floozies throw themselves at him and he doesn’t even bat an eye.”

“Oh,” I said, trying to mask my disappointment. I had been expecting her to give me some juicy secrets that would help us in our investigation but instead, I was getting the same information that the feltwork had told us. So, I decided to press.

“I get the sense that you don’t like him,” I said, trying to convey with my tone that this would be a safe place for her to talk trash.

A clever little smile crossed her face. “I don’t like him but not for the reason you seem to think. It's just because he’s the most milquetoast man I’ve ever met. He and his wife are happily married, and he spends his money on causes that help children and animals.”

“And that’s a problem?” I clarified.

She sighed. “No, it’s not. But it's also unbearably boring and bland.”

“I see,” I said and realized this wasn’t getting us anywhere. I had learned exactly nothing from this woman and had wasted my time in doing so.

The only conclusion that might have been worth drawing was that he apparently did a good job of keeping his interests quiet.

In an attempt to salvage this conversation, I asked, “Is he pretty active in the auction scene?”

At that, the woman tilted her head at me mischievously. “Well—” she began, but Clynt’s voice filled my ear.

He had reprogrammed his own earpiece to now be on our channel.

“Found the access point to the secret room.”
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Without saying another word, I began to walk away from the woman, who looked at me in utter confusion.

Reminding myself that I didn’t want to arouse suspicions, I called back, “Pleasure to meet you.”

Lara, having heard the same message but being better at not breaking cover, skipped over to me from where she had been counting leaves and grabbed my arm.

“You, too,” Chelsea called after me, starting to pack up her painting supplies.

“Tell us more,” I said to Clynt.

It was a moment before he responded. “There’s a fake wall panel in the wine cellar. Not all that well hidden, but it’ll do the job and fool a layman. Electronic vault pad that I could crack, but it would take a few days and some sophisticated equipment that I’d need to purchase off planet.”

“We don’t have time for that,” I stated the obvious.

“Figured you might say that, so I reckon it's a good time to tell you that Mister Krasney is home if you were inclined to ask him for the passcode, yourselves,” Clynt suggested.

Lara stopped in the shade of a tree and turned to face me. “We can’t just storm into somebody’s house and steal their stuff. It’s literally breaking and entering.”

“We’d be stealing things that are illegal to possess,” I reminded her, a bit annoyed that she was having this moment now, though I understood that she never wanted to do anything that could jeopardize her position in the Conclave. “The Consortium could easily have a bounty on him for that.”

“But they don’t,” she argued.

I thought about it for a second. “Could we have Zenobia inform the Consortium and open an investigation so that we can go in on official business?”

“Yes,” Lara said.

“Ned, make it so,” I stated.

He groaned. “What’s so annoying is that you don’t even know what you just quoted,” he complained. “But there is no way for me to open a line of communication to Zenobia for you now. The systems here are locked down tight, and using their relays would absolutely alert them to my presence. Sorry.”

“Lara, we don’t have time to wait around and do this the way you’re suggesting,” I said. “We have to just go in now.”

Her face twisted and turned. “You know that I want to help Imogen and I obviously want us to find Extinction, but there are ways to do it right.”

“You want to call the Buzzard back down, fly to a nearby relay point, call Zenobia, wait for approval and then come back?” I asked.

“Hank, asking it in that way puts me in an impossible position and you know it,” she said.

“You’re right,” I said. “Without my consecrated weapon, I’m acting outside of the Conclave purview anyway. You can hang back here as backup but me and Clynt can do this ourselves. You don’t have to jeopardize your position and I don’t have to wait.”

She considered it for a moment. “Okay,” she said finally. “I don’t like it but it’ll have to do.”

“You know that I don’t want you to have to do anything that you feel endangers your integrity,” I said. “That goes for you too, Ned.”

“I know,” Lara answered. “It’s just that doing the things that we do for good also operate in a gray area of my beliefs.”

“Yeah, what she said,” Ned agreed.

I nodded. “I completely understand and couldn’t appreciate the two of you more. I’ve asked a huge amount of both of you, and it doesn’t go unnoticed that you both do everything that you can to help me accomplish our goals. I know I don’t say it enough, but thank you.”

Lara reached out. She set her hand on my arm and then gave it a little squeeze. “I’ll be out here if anything goes sideways.”

I gave a little nod and turned toward the house that I recognized from when Ned was displaying information on Brendan Krasney. As I began to walk, Ned spoke.

“You never have to thank me for doing my duty,” he said. “But I do appreciate it and take it in the spirit in which it was intended.”

“And I look forward to the day when you hang a ribbon around my neck,” Clynt added.

I had known he was on the channel but put it out of my head until that moment. “I’ve appreciated all your help so far and look forward to our continued partnership.”

“Well, ain’t that somethin’?” Clynt responded. “Now come meet me around back, and I’ll let you in.”

I was cutting through the pristine park in the direction of the mansion and looked up to see how many cameras were around. There were some, but not as many as I would’ve expected.

“There’s so much wealth here,” I noted. “I’m surprised I don’t see more security.”

“It’s here,” Clynt said. “I’m just guessing the rich folks don’t want to feel like the long arm of the law is sitting right on top of them. Instead, they got a private security company which guards this entire place.”

I glanced around but didn’t see much evidence of what he was saying.

“There isn’t much to look at, but I see the telltale signs of an entire security infrastructure underground,” Clynt explained. “You see any big rocks where you’re at?”

“I do,” I said, spotting one just off the path.

“Go take a closer look,” he suggested.

I walked over to it, and when I put my hand on it, it felt like a real stone. But when I pushed on it a little bit, I heard the sound of metal scraping against metal. When I knelt, I saw that the bottom of the stone was affixed to the top of a clandestine manhole cover.

I smiled slightly, impressed. “I would’ve walked right by it. If it was a potentially valuable spool of cabling tucked under a pile of rubble at the bottom of the heap of debris, I could’ve seen it from a hundred yards off, but this I missed entirely.”

“We’ve all got different skills,” Clynt said as I neared the front of the mansion. It had three distinct portions of the home jutting out in front of the rest, each with their own triangular roof that sloped down to meet that of the main house. Any one of these portions looked like they could be broken off and turned into a home big enough for a family of twenty.

There was a massive wooden door at the front and big bay windows along the first floor. A landing pad sat just beside the home with a pitta-class luxury starship parked in the spot. I had never seen one before, and the sleek, rounded ship was one of the most stunning pieces of machinery I had ever laid eyes on.

I saw the camera mounted on the pole just inside the park and waited for it to turn away from where I was. It seemed to take forever, but eventually the camera faced a different direction, and I was able to move quickly around the side of the house.

I was already not a particularly stealthy man, but wearing the outfit I was dressed in, staying hidden felt all but impossible. Luckily, there didn’t seem to be any people out and nobody probably thought there was any reason to be.

As I skirted around the side, I looked over the low fence to see a gardener on the property next door. He was crouched on the ground, moving a ruler from place to place to be sure that all the grass was of exactly the same height.

He took no notice of me, and I continued my way around the side. In the back of the house, there was a pool with its own little hut and built-in sauna, hot tub, and small court for some sport that I wasn’t aware of.

Off the side of the house, there was a deck with a fire pit and some lounge chairs. At the door to the house, Clynt was standing with his tail holding it open.

“Took you long enough,” he said in a loud whisper and pulled his revolver out.

Knowing what this situation was going to be, I also pulled out my stomper and followed him into the house. It was nice and smelled clean but wasn’t nearly as gaudily decorated as Vince Delfina’s had been.

Following Clynt down a long hall back toward the front of the house, I looked at all of the framed magazine covers and boxed awards cased in glass like a museum exhibition.

“The place is like a shrine to his success,” Ned observed, saying nearly exactly what I was thinking.

Clynt stole a look over his shoulder at me as he moved along the wooden floor. My new shoes clicked against the ground every time I took a step, but the Vekrass moved silently. I looked down to try to see if even the slightest sound emanated from when his claws clicked against the floor but nothing.

He was as stealthy as anything I had ever seen in my life.

Holding up a hand to stop me, Clynt peered around the doorway at the end of the hall. After a moment, he looked back at me and used a series of hand signals that I didn’t understand.

Then I realized he wasn’t doing them for me. “Old Vekrass military code,” Ned informed me. “He says that Brendan is in the next room reading the paper.”

I nodded at Clynt, and he raised his weapon.

The two of us rushed out and into the sitting room where the gray-haired man looked up at us, the cigar falling from his mouth and down onto the pristine floor.

“Hands up!” I ordered and Clynt moved around the other side of him.

The man’s eyes flashed between the two of us. “I’ll give you anything you want,” he said, his voice already pleading.

“Give us the Inquisition items and we’ll be out of your hair,” I said, and his eyes went wide as saucers.

“Inquisition items?” he asked. “Those are illegal.”

I shook my head and repositioned the stomper to remind him it was there.

“Don’t play coy with us,” I said as a knot formed in the pit of my stomach. While we had pretty good circumstantial evidence to believe that this was the buyer of the goods, we didn’t have definitive proof.

“I swear,” he said helplessly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You can take anything you want. Walk through the house, be my guest, just let me live.”

“We don’t have any interest in hurting you, but we also don’t have time to play games with you,” I said.

Clynt moved up behind him and pressed the barrel of his revolver against the back of the man’s head. “Just tell us the code to the secret room downstairs and we’ll leave you with the same number of holes we found you with.”

The look of utter confusion on his face was either worthy of every acting award that existed, or the man genuinely had no idea what we were talking about.

“Clynt, I—” I began, but before I could finish, an Inquisitor appeared from a doorway behind the thief.
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Clynt’s reflexes were like nothing I had ever seen, and he sprang back, pointing his weapon in the direction of the masked figure.

The figure wore the traditional black robes under stylized red armor, but this Inquisitor had a cowl pulled up and a frightening crimson mask covering the face. In their hands was a long, curved blade.

“Get out of here this instant!” they demanded, and I took a closer look, keeping my weapon pointed at Brendan.

When he turned to see the figure in his home, the CEO let out a little gasp.

“We don’t want no trouble with you,” Clynt said, but I knew something was off here.

The way this person moved was not like any Inquisitor I had seen. And if they were actually with the Inquisition, Lara would have seen something.

Checking to be sure I was right, I looked the figure over once more as they continued to inch toward Clynt.

As they took another step, I saw a high heeled foot emerge from the bottom of the robe.

“Whitney, is that you?” Brendan demanded.

“I’m just trying to keep us safe,” his wife said from under the mask.

Clynt kept his weapon trained on the woman. “Don’t do anything stupid now, you hear?”

“Whit, please,” Brendan said but her hands were shaking as they held the weapon toward the intruder.

“They broke into our house,” she said, her voice a mixture of fear and excitement. “We can deal with them here and now and we’ll be heroes.”

“Listen to yourself,” Brendan said, his whole body shaking. “These are obviously just desperate people who need help. If their circumstances were different, maybe they wouldn’t resort to stealing.”

I was letting the situation unfold, nervous that Clynt was going to do something he couldn’t take back, but so far he had a level head. It was just trying to let the couple decide the best course of action.

“You’d be wise to listen to your husband, ma’am,” Clynt said. “No reason to get shot here.”

She took another step toward Clynt with the sword pointed right at him. “You think you can just break into my house and there will be no consequences?”

“Yes,” Clynt said.

“You see,” Brendan said, his voice tremulous. “These men are so scared they don’t even believe they would be caught.”

“Listen, Whitney,” I said in a soothing voice. “We’ve come a long way and have been through a lot to get here, so we're not leaving without what’s in your collection.”

“I’ll never give you what’s in my collection,” she snarled, and I was worried that she was about to do something very foolish.

Her husband was obviously having the same thought. “Whit, just give them what they want.”

“Oh, you naïve fool,” Whitney said, her voice cold and hard. “Everything I have is illegal, and if they take it, we’ll never be able to report it. I’ll lose all of it forever. But if we stop them here and now, we can just ferret everything away and then tell the prefects they just came here for my jewelry.”

“Stop them?” he asked, aghast. “You mean kill them?”

“They’re probably junkies high on snort,” she said. “You just grab that one’s gun and I’ll cut down the rat. Think of all the awards you’ll be given.”

She was obviously trying to play to his vanity, but he was far too scared. He had no interest in protecting the collection she seemed so desperate to keep out of our hands. All he wanted to do was survive.

“You realize we can hear you, right?” I asked the woman, but she was in her own world.

The way she was talking, the way she was behaving, it reminded me of how Lutch would get when he was entranced by gambling. When I was little, before I completely gave up on it, I would sometimes try to find him wherever he was, tugged on his massive leg or pulled on his shirt to get him to leave the table.

The man who was usually a great father would ignore me or yell or shoo me away. He couldn’t see anything but the game in front of him. It was like the world didn’t exist, like I didn’t exist.

And now, hearing the fevered way this woman was speaking about her collection, I feared she was the same. I wished there was some trick, something that I had learned from dealing with Lutch that I could apply here. But, in the end, I was never able to break him of his addiction and didn’t think that there was anything I could do to stop this woman.

“Whitney,” I said in as soothing a voice as I could under the circumstances. “You don’t want to go down this road. If you make a move on him, it won’t be us who leaves here in body bags.

“I know you don’t want to part with your Inquisition items, but you have money and illegal connections, and you can always get more. We are dangerous people, and we will be leaving this house with your stuff one way or another. So, please do yourself and your husband a favor and hand the sword over,” I said, my voice somewhere between pleading and encouraging. It felt like an impression of any number of hostage negotiators I had seen in movies.

She stood as still as a statue for a long moment, and I wondered what was happening behind the mask, what she was thinking and experiencing. She was likely a rational person under normal circumstances but, having some strangers holding her husband at gunpoint and demanding that she give up her most prized possessions was leaving her irrational. Especially since it seemed that her husband hadn’t even known about the collection.

In that brief moment while she decided what to do next, I wondered how she could keep a secret like that from him. It was probably the thing she focused on the most, thought about the most and dedicated her life to. But she didn’t share it with the person she probably slept next to.

I had never been married but that seemed entirely counter to everything I thought the institution represented.

“If you want to gain my trust,” Ned said, but I didn’t feel like it was to me, “don’t kill her when she lunges.”

What was odd was that I had been watching her body language, and I didn’t feel like she was about to attack. But I was wrong, and Ned was right.

She struck out with the sword, but a gunshot didn’t follow. As she moved and attacked with what had to be the least practiced sword strike I had ever seen, Clynt swiped her hand with his tail, easily slapping the blade away.

“No!” Brendan shrieked as the Vekrass leaped through the air, swinging his handgun and cold cocking her on the temple.

She slammed to the ground, the mask falling from her face and sliding across the smooth floor. Brendan began to whimper again.

“What have you done? You monsters!”

“You need to calm your horses, there,” Clynt warned as he got back to his feet. He dusted himself off and turned toward where Whitney had come from.

“You good?” he asked me but was already turning to go.

I nodded and he scampered away. Brendan was shaking and looking at his wife.

“You had no idea?” I asked.

He looked up at me with wet eyes. “No,” he admitted, voice shaking, and eyes lost. “I work so much, and Whit has her own life. It’s a perfect balance but…”

He didn’t need to say the rest. His mind was all over the place. Getting held at gunpoint would be traumatic enough without also discovering that you didn’t know your wife’s hidden life.

“Gonna need some help down here,” Clynt called, and I looked down at Brendan.

“Sorry,” I told him, pulling a tranquilizer out of my pocket and quickly injecting him with it. Someone else might have fought or tried to stop me, but this man was already in such a state of shock that his reaction time seemed to have dropped to nothing.

The quick-acting sedative subdued him in a moment, and the room was now left with the soft piano music that I hadn’t noticed playing in the background. For good measure, I walked over to where Whitney was lying on the floor. I picked up the sword and moved to slide it in one of the rings on my belt, before remembering the ridiculous getup I was wearing.

So, I just carried it in the direction of Clynt’s voice.

“Lara, keep an eye on the front door, just in case,” I said, figuring that the two wouldn’t wake up but just wanting to be sure.

“Already on it,” she said, and I figured Ned was probably feeding her a play-by-play as we were going along in here.

I strode quickly across the house, walking through another hallway and toward an open door leading down into a cellar. I had expected a few shelves and maybe a fridge, but this was like something out of a brochure for a winery. There were rows upon rows of bottles and more on shelves mounted to the stone walls. There was a large wooden tub off to one side and huge barrels throughout the space as well.

I continued through the bottles and stopped when I saw one with a familiar label.

“No shit,” I said and stepped over to it. “That’s the same type that I found right before we met.”

“I know,” Ned said, his voice light in a peculiar way. “We should get a bottle and drink it when all this is done.”

“You can’t drink,” I said as though he needed reminding and pointed my head and the camera away from the bottle and toward the back of the room where I saw the hidden panel was open.

Moving forward quickly, I passed through the doorway and into what looked like an exhibition on the history of the Inquisition. There were ancient pieces of armor, weapons, tools, vestments, and pieces of texts on scrolls or on books.

They were mounted on the walls, on hooks set up on long tables under spotlights. There were little plaques displaying information about each piece, and I was once again struck by how odd it was that Brendan had no idea all of this was in his home. It was, of course, possible that he had been lying to us, but he had seemed so genuinely surprised that I couldn’t believe it.

“What, specifically, are we looking for?” I asked the thief.

He seemed only to half hear me as he was looking around and examining one item after another. There was a mace with spikes that bore the internal flame, a Kyrogi Inquisitor’s helmet with huge ivory horns curving downward from the sides, a whip that appeared to have dried blood crusted along the tips, and a strange looking codpiece mounted on a pillar.

“I’ll know it when I see it,” Clynt answered.

That was not the answer I was hoping for. “I assumed you had a plan to get us in after putting in all this work.”

“I have several plans,” he said and then bound over to a stack of little trinkets.

I grunted, then stepped over to an old leather-bound book and flipped through the pages. “I also have to say that for a master thief, it was very stealthy the way we got in here.”

At that, Clynt stopped and looked at me. “Part of being good at doing something means doing it the way that gets results and not always the way that’s expected of you.”

“Now that is a good point,” I agreed.

“As I told you, I could’ve done it the way you suppose I do things, but it would’ve taken one hell of a lot longer, and I knew we didn’t have time for it,” he continued. “Somethin’ tells me that one of the reasons you’re successful is because you don’t do things the traditional way either.”

“A case could certainly be made to that effect,” I allowed.

Ned scoffed. “That’s putting it mildly.”

“And when thinking about breaking into the High Cloister, we have a lot to consider,” Clynt explained. “Obviously, will take some of these outfits but will need more than old-time costumes if we wanted to walk through their facility without raisin’ suspicions.”

“That makes sense,” I said, thinking about the idea of going directly into the belly of the beast. Of course, that’s where this entire mission had been leading but now that we were right on the precipice of actually doing it, the idea was more than a little bit terrifying.

“What, if anything, can you tell me about the High Cloister?” he asked.

I didn’t even have to think about it. “Very little admittedly,” I told him. “I was given a brief rundown by Ned, but the only person I know who served time in the Inquisition either had never been or didn’t mention anything about it.”

“Maybe you should look down while I keep looking around,” he suggested, and I chuckled at my own expense.

Quickly, I flipped the pages until I reached the section on the High Cloister.

“At the center of the Inquisition shall be a fortress amongst the stars,” I began, having a hard time reading the fanciful lettering on the yellowed pages. “This, our ancestral home shall be; and as a beating heart, shall serve. All that is right and righteous, from this fortress shall be birthed and from here shall all abominations be purged.”

“Three shalt be the number thou shalt count, and the number of the counting shalt be three,” Ned said in an accent before chuckling to himself.

“Any of that make sense to you?” Clynt asked and then chuckled to himself, before picking up some small device and pocketing it.

Just as Lara had, so too did Clynt carry a bag that unfolded from small to very large. Having now walked around the room and looked at everything, he began plucking items and then sticking them into the sack.

One by one, he started stealing nearly the entire collection.

I continued to scan the page, looking for anything that might be relevant to us. Eventually, I tapped a finger against one sentence. “Admittance to the High Cloister shall be granted only to members of the sect. All others are unworthy, save those being brought for purification.”

“I assume purification is what your friend is experiencing right about now?” Clynt asked.

I swallowed hard at the thought of it. “That’s correct.”

“Then I’m happy to be a part of this,” he said as he stuffed the mace into his bag. “Even if I believed in their cause, there’s a right and wrong way to do things and anything that looks like this,” he held up a small, sharp point with retractable clamps affixed to one end, “is doing things the wrong way.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,” I said. “In the wake of the Old War, people were scared, and they handed too much power to an organization in the hopes that it would keep them safe.”

“And all it did were make things worse,” Clynt said. “The Intermediary is so smart and savvy and forced to do an illegal job just to keep herself in the land of the livin’. Don’t seem right to me.”

“A lot of what’s happened in this universe isn’t right,” I told him. “I mean, I have to run and hide from the law at every turn just to try to save all of our lives. It’s completely assbackward and absurd. But I do it because it’s the right thing to do.”

“It’s admirable, I’ll admit,” Clynt said. I had no doubt that his words were genuine. “And I have to assume that you find yourself getting into situations like this with some frequency?”

Now, I couldn’t help but laugh. “You can certainly say that. We find ourselves going from one wild mission to another. Hell, if we're able to save our people, we’re going to go from here to trying to destroy a superweapon built by an army at the height of its power.”

A wicked smile grew across Clynt’s face. “I see.”

I turned back to the page so that I could finish reading the passage. “All those who approach the High Cloister shall utter ‘sanctum est caro’ or be destroyed.”

“Gotta love something that takes itself so seriously that it becomes a caricature,” Ned observed. “It means roughly: the flesh is holy.”

I scoffed. “Well, they certainly picked their theme and stuck to it. And while I know that they are trying to make the point that they don’t corrupt their bodies with technology, given what they do to people, the statement is pretty ironic.”

“Dontcha think,” Ned said.

“We got what we came for,” Clynt stated. “We got a few things to wear when we get there and the password. Now, all we need is a ship.”

“Oh, that’s it?” I asked, a bit more sarcastically than was entirely called for. But I had seen what happened when you tried to capture an Inquisition ship.

“And how do you intend to do that?” Ned asked in both our ears, undoubtedly thinking the exact same thing that I had been.

Clynt held up a small box reminiscent of a registration signaler.

“What’s that?” I asked.

A clever little smile crossed his snout. “Inquisition-only distress beacon,” he said and then flipped it over to show me. “If we have this working we can bring the party right to us. When it arrives, we show them what for.”

Now it was my turn to grin.

“Got anybody who could fix one of these?”

“That, I do.”

“Then let’s go.”
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The Krasneys were still passed out on the floor when we reached the top of the stairs, each one of us holding one side of the large duffel bag.

“Hey how do you carry this thing when it’s just you?” I asked.

Clynt gave a little shrug. “Depends on the job,” he answered. “When I stole the portrait of King Gottlick the Ninth, I had to use a goldcrest-class starship to haul it out of the museum, all while keeping out of their security feeds. I used a complex series of holoprojectors to mask what I was doin’ and even replaced the painting with a forgery. Even had the painter use a brush made of my fur. Wanted to be sure they knew who it was,” he said, brimming with pride. “That reminds me.”

He put the bag down and pointed at the floor. “You grab that mask, and I’ll snag the armor,” he said. “But first…”

He took a few steps away from the duffel and shook like a dog when it had just gotten out of a pool. When he did, loose strands of his fur flew off his body and began to flutter down to the ground.

“Your calling card?” I asked, stepping across the room and plugging up the mask.

He walked over and began to unclip the armor from the woman. There had been enough robes in the basement that he didn’t bother taking those and just pulled the chest plate free. As he tossed it to me, he said, “Yessir. I always want to be sure that they know who done it.”

“Isn’t that risky?” I asked, though I knew that there was a culture among thieves of leaving some indicator that it was you who had pulled off the job.

He rolled Whitney over and pulled the back plate free. “Everything I do is risky. Hell, everything you do is risky.”

“To be fair, that’s pretty new,” I told him. “Up until recently, the riskiest thing I ever did was bid on a potentially shitty scrap site.”

“You were a scrapper?” he asked, then walked over, set the back plate in the duffle, and zipped it back up.

“I was,” I said as I grabbed the front end again.

He picked up the back and then we started moving again. The couple were still sleeping in the middle of their sitting room, and I wondered what their lives would be like when they awoke. Would this whole situation alter their existence entirely, or would they be over it quickly and return to how they had been as if it had never happened with him working and her sneaking off to rebuild her illegal collection.

“You know many other scrappers?” he asked.

We went around toward the back of the house again, and when we reached the yard, I grabbed the strap of the bag and then slung it up over my shoulder. Clynt had let go just in time and stared at me for a moment.

“I did,” I answered, wondering where he was going with this.

“You know Lutch Spears?”

I should have been surprised, but something in the way he was looking at me had given me a strange sense that he was going to ask exactly that.

“He was my father,” I answered.

The Vekrass nodded. “I thought I recognized you,” he said. “But we were both a lot younger then. Your dad was one hell of a nice guy. Piss poor gambler but nice guy.”

“Yep,” I said, shifting the bag into a better position as all of the contents rattled and moved. “Everything you said was true. Though I can’t say I remember you.”

“Didn’t run many jobs on Bussel but Resh hired me from time to time and I always enjoyed a game of chance,” he said. The two of us began to make our way around the side of the building and, as we did, I started to scan the environment much more carefully.

I was still dressed like one of them, but now I was walking beside a Vekrass cowboy, and with a dirty bag slung over my back, so it was undoubtedly wise to keep my head on a swivel.

“I’m surprised to hear you say you like games of chance,” I told him and marveled at how casually he was striding through the park.

I caught sight of Lara, who was now also beginning to head back in the direction of the starport lot.

“’Course I like them,” he began. “Because I’m pretty good at making sure that chance is less of a factor.”

“You literally just admitted to cheating,” Ned said.

Clynt smiled. “I don’t think of it that way, I just like to turn the odds in my favor.”

“You really do have a way of looking at everything in a certain way,” Ned scoffed.

Clynt didn’t answer, instead, he just continued to walk up the street with a big smile on his face. And there was certainly something to it. He did what he wanted, justified it however he needed to, and didn’t seem to have any qualms at all.

Instead, he was just good at what he did and proud of it.

Though I could never live with amorality, there was something admirable about the way he just embraced who he was.

“Oh, Hank, Hank is that you?” I heard a woman yell and turned to see Chelsea speed walking up the street toward me. She had changed from her casual painting dress into a much more fancy, day dress.

“You gotta be shittin’ me, why’s that woman calling out your name?” Clynt asked and it was the first time since we had met that he sounded truly angry.

“I was using her to try to gather information,” I justified. “Not everything you do in life is going to work out perfectly.”

“Sure, but they also say that if you play stupid games, you win stupid prizes,” he noted. “You best get her out of here.”

“Oh, Chelsea, hi,” I called, waving in her direction.

She closed the distance between us immediately, making sure that we noticed her eyes appraising both of us. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is Bill Perp,” I said, picking what I instantly realized was the thickest sounding name I could possibly have come up with. “He is the assistant of that listing agent I told you about earlier. He wanted to meet me here in case the family wanted to let us tour the place before they moved.”

“And?” she asked, and I couldn’t tell if she believed me and wanted to know more, or if she wanted me to continue to obviously lie to her face.

She reminded me of Scrapper Twenty-Six, who Lutch had always described as a nosy neighbor. He spent more of his time peering through his doorway or asking about what everybody else in the neighborhood was doing than he did repairing starships.

When I first met Chelsea, I had a vague sense of what type of person she was but now that I had made the connection, I wouldn’t be able to unsee it.

“And they wouldn’t allow it,” I said, sounding dejected.

“And I even lugged all this camera equipment to take pictures of the property, but they wouldn’t allow it either,” Clynt said without a trace of his normal accent.

“Oh, how tragic,” the woman said theatrically. “But were you at least able to see your old friend?”

From around the side of a tree at the far side of the park, I saw two men in bright white armor with red trim appear. They were obviously the high-end security company that we had been warned about, but they didn’t seem to be paying any attention to us.

Not that that mattered.

Their presence meant that we had to get out of here, and now.

“Well, it was an absolute delight to meet you, and I hope that we will be neighbors soon,” I said in a tone that implied that the conversation had come to an end.

That was when her face hardened.

I often felt that I could get a good read on a person while conversing with them and figured out the right thing to say. But there was something about this woman that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I didn’t know if she was upset that I was trying to leave or because she suspected something.

Or perhaps she always suspected something? That was certainly the case with Scrapper Twenty-Six. I would get sent over to his shop to borrow a spanner or return some clamps, and as I was trying to leave, he would wrap his arm around my shoulder and pull me close, then kneel and point at one of our neighbors.

“Where do you think she’s going dressed like that? It’s first thing in the morning,” or “That’s his sixth trip to the dumpster; what do you think he’s throwing away so many times?”

Now, as I analyzed this woman’s face, I tried to figure out how best to extract myself from the conversation. Over her shoulder, the guards were slowly meandering our way, their heavy armor glinting in the morning starshine.

“I was just curious if you were able to see your old friend Brendan or if you weren’t,” she said as though my not answering the question was a personal affront.

“Unfortunately, I wasn’t,” I told her, trying hard not to stare at the guards who were moving ever closer. “But I really do have to get going.”

“What’s the rush?” she asked, arching her painted-on eyebrow.

I used every technique I knew to keep myself calm and my face placid. “I just got word that my driver has returned, and I have another appointment across the sector so I really can’t dawdle.”

She clicked her tongue in derision, and I worried that the jig was up. “The fact that our drivers are presumed to make demands on us when we are the ones paying them.”

The jig wasn’t up.

But the guards were getting closer and for the first time, I saw one of them see Clynt and me. When he did, he stretched out a hand to tap his friend and gestured in our direction.

“I know. It’s absurd, and again, it was a pleasure,” and this time, I turned my back on her.

I heard her gasp dramatically, but I didn’t care. We had to get out of here and she could think that I was rude all she wanted so long as she didn’t suspect I had just robbed her neighbors.

As we got a little bit of distance between us and Chelsea, Clynt stole a glance over his shoulder. “They picked up their pace,” he warned, and we did the same, hastening our steps.

I glanced around quickly to try to find Lara, but she was gone. Under normal circumstances, I would assume that she had activated her stealth suit and moved into position behind the guards in case things went belly up. But all of our combat attire was sitting in bags in the closet behind the hotel reception desk.

“I’m bringing the Buzzard down,” Ned informed me. “But I’ll keep the engine running for a quick getaway.”

Neither Clynt nor I were foolish enough to respond to Ned at the moment, but I couldn’t help myself from turning back. Now, the guards were talking to Chelsea, undoubtedly gathering information on who we were or, rather, who we claimed to be.

I hadn’t seen them communicate with anybody else, but up ahead, I saw two more guards also cutting across the garden diagonally toward us.

“Across the park.”

“I see them,” Clynt informed me. “This comes to gunplay, you and me are leaving here in pine boxes.”

“It won’t come to that,” I said, trying to convince myself more than him.

We turned and hurried up toward the shopping district, the beautiful buildings growing just above us. As we stepped out onto the street, I saw two more guards appearing from a nondescript door between two of the storefronts.

They were on to us. That much was clear.

But what they wanted from us was still entirely unknown. No matter what though, we didn’t have time to stop and chat with them. We now had everything we needed to steal a Inquisition ship and rescue Imogen and I had no intention of being waylaid by a mall cop.

We were walking so quickly now that it might as well be a run, and in the distance, I saw the Buzzard dropping down and heading for the lot. We were so close but with the guards coming up behind us and the others in front, we were also so, so far.

With the dirty bag on my back and the thief at my side, we now drew quite a bit of attention as we walked the shopping boulevard. And I still hadn’t seen Lara.

That was something, anyway.

Knowing that she could appear at any moment to help us if needed was heartening. Then another thought crossed my mind: what if she had already been taken in for questioning?

That brief consideration took root.

I began looking around, my eyes shooting this way and that to try and spot her. Or to see if there was any commotion.

Passing a few more shops, we continued to get closer to our escape, but another two guards moved in on us from the door to a perfumery. Clynt was absolutely right. There was going to be no way we could shoot our way out of this.

But we couldn’t be captured either.

If we were caught with a bag full of Inquisition items, John Gregory would be here in no time to flay us and leave here in parts. Or something like that.

“Think you can flap your lips at ’em?” Clynt asked.

I snorted a little laugh. “That, I can do.”

“Halt!” one of the guards said when they finally got close enough to stand directly in our way. Their white helmets with black visors covered half of their faces, leaving only their mouths exposed.

“What can I do for you, officer?” I asked, putting on my most friendly demeanor.

The one who had spoken stepped forward while the others made sure to posture threateningly. The leader had a chevron on their chest to denote rank, and their face was pulled into a permanent scowl.

“What is your business here?” he demanded.

I shrugged casually, the bag of Inquisition items clanking. “Just looking at properties. Considering a move.”

“Doubtful,” the man stated. “And what of your accomplice?”

I acted as though that were a personal affront. “I don’t believe ‘accomplice’ is appropriate,” I said, trying to act as hifalutin as possible. “We may not be residents, but we have just as much of a right to be here as anyone.”

“Lies,” he said, my self-proclaimed gift of gab having no effect on him whatsoever. “Come with us for questioning.”

“Do you have any legal authority to do so?” I asked.

“Come with us for questioning,” he repeated.

I laughed. “So, that’s a no.”

“Come with us for questioning.”

“Oh, no,” I said, dragging out the second word. “I don’t think I will.”

He took a step forward, positioning his hand on the end of his baton in the way guards around the universe loved to do.

“This is the last time I will say, come with us for questioning.”

In a flash, I saw Clynt flick his head ever so slightly, and goggles slid down from the brim of his hat. Then he did something else that was too fast for me to even see, and a pop followed. Along with it, a plume of smoke went up all around us.

But it wasn’t the magician's puff of gas that created a little pocket behind which a person could sneak off stage. Rather, the cloud that erupted forth consumed the entire street in a dense fog so thick it blotted out the sun.

The gas burned against my throat and my lungs, and the sound of shouts and coughs erupted all around us. I couldn’t see anything, but I felt a claw grip my sleeve and begin pulling me through the shifting darkness.

With my other arm, I covered my nose and mouth and breathed into my elbow in an attempt to avoid the caustic fumes.

Clynt dragged me forward, and at one point I bumped into what I had to assume was the hard armor of one of the security guards. They muttered something and groped me in the darkness, but I pushed them away, then heard their armor clatter to the ground followed by a stream of curses.

We continued forward through the darkness, and I heard what sounded like the roar of the starship engine. Then screams. And a moment later, the smoke was blasted away as lowering thrusters kicked up dirt and air to replace our cloak.

Looking through my nearly clamped eyelashes, I saw the back of the Buzzard and rushed toward the ramp. Clynt who was out in front of me shot out of the side of my vision as Lara charged forward with a bag slung over each shoulder.

The one containing my stuff looked massive against her frame, but she chucked it onto the ramp and then sprang up herself. I ran and felt another hand on my back. It clamped closed on the fabric, but even before I could shrug it off, they lost their grip on the smooth material.

I jumped, then slammed down against the ramp and gripped it. As the Buzzard began to lift into the sky, I stole a glance back at the ground where the guards were shouting and pointing, and citizens were running and probably dropping their monocles.

The ramp began to rise, and the three of us lay on the floor of the cargo hold panting for a few moments.

Clynt rolled onto his side, before springing to his feet. “This what it’s normally like for you?”

I let out a long breath. “Every. Single. Time.”
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“You’re sure you want to do this?” Ned asked me as I sat in the cockpit, staring out at the gyre tube.

“Sure?” I asked. “No. but I think it’s our only option.”

“We could leave him at a nearby waystation and return once the distress signaler is repaired.”

I shook my head. “In what world do you think he would continue to help us if we did that?”

“Do we even need his help anymore?” Ned asked, his voice pointed.

I thought about it. “No, technically we do not. But I won’t go against my word after he has done so much to get us here. And I do believe that he will be useful when aboard the High Cloister. With a mission like this, we need all the help we can get.”

“I suppose,” Ned said.

“Whether it is programming or learned, the mistrust here is interesting,” I noted. “The only way you guys were able to win the Old War was by bringing the universe together. And I have to assume that there were people of… questionable moral character… who took part as well.”

“We were at—” he began but stopped short.

“War?”

“Right,” he said. “But you don’t need to remind me that we are still at war now.”

“And, Ned, you know I hear you and have reservations too, but I think Clynt can be a great asset to us and someone worth knowing,” I explained. “He can do things that the rest of us can’t and thinks in ways that even impressed Lara. Throwing that away because you don’t like the way he earns a living is foolish.”

“And if he robs us blind?”

I had to consider that. “We rebuild. But honestly, we don’t even have all that much.”

“We can always have less,” Ned reminded me. “But, when all is said and done, I’m going to trust your judgment on this. Since you’ve been right so far.”

“Here’s hoping you never get the opportunity to say I told you so,” I said.

He answered without hesitation. “If that day comes, I’ll be as happy to do it as I am sad that I have to.”

We didn’t say much else. It wasn't long before we washed out in the space around Suniuo Relay Station. From the outside, it still looked as dilapidated and broken down as it had the first time we had seen it, but when we landed within, things were looking better.

The Peacers who were operating from within had taken to cleaning and repairing it. They traded with farmers on nearby planets for seeds that would grow into sustainable plants. Others had bought some livestock, chickens mostly, to live aboard in the specially designed pastoral quarters. This station had been constructed to last and, now that people were living inside it again, it just might.

There were also a handful of starships, crates of weaponry and armor that we had either bought or taken after combat engagements. Some were also from the Old War bunker that we had infiltrated and where we had discovered the military AI, Bard.

The moment we landed in the hangar, the young man who I had assigned as Edwin's assistant hurried over to me before I had even reached the bottom of the ramp. The researcher and scientist had been reluctant to take on an apprentice but they both seemed to be thriving now.

“Doctor Stern is expecting you,” he said, and I assumed Ned had sent word of our arrival.

I nodded and handed over the damaged box, which he gratefully took before turning and rushing in the direction of the lab.

“I’ll be right behind you,” I said, and I saw him nod slightly.

I turned to Clynt who was walking slowly off of the Buzzard.

“Promise me you’re not just here casing the place,” I said.

He smirked at me. “If you trust me so little as to think I’m here to rob you, what good is my word anyhow?”

“Fair point, I guess I’m just saying it to have said it,” I admitted.

He looked me square in the eyes. “I ain’t here to rob you. I respect what y’all are doin’, and I got a lot of little ones in this universe, so I aim to see it protected.”

“Good,” I said. “Ned, give him some clearance.”

“Done and done,” he said only slightly grudgingly.

The Vekrass turned to explore the facility.

“And Clynt,” I called after him. “Thanks for everything you’ve done.”

The man obviously liked to be thanked and praised, as most people do, but he tried to mask his smile, simply tipping his head at me and then walking away. Or, more accurately, strutting away.

I walked in the direction of the lab. It wasn't long before I was standing within. Edwin had tidied up a bit, though it still had the telltale signs of work being done.

Edwin looked up at me as I entered the room. “This is not your usual attire,” he observed.

I chuckled. “No, it is not... You like the gift I brought you?”

He glanced back down at the distress signaler.

“This was intended as a gift?” Edwin asked. “I was under the distinct impression that it was to be repaired for the purposes of a ruse and nothing else.”

I chuckled. “You’re absolutely right, that is what it was intended for.”

“Ah, so, the gift remark was a lie?”

“It wasn’t intended as one,” I said, remembering that I had to take a deep breath before engaging with Edwin. His style was abrasive and different from my own, and I often had a difficult time communicating with him, but he was also one of the smartest people I had ever met and could solve problems that no one else in the universe could.

He repaired Ned when I worried he would be lost to us forever and had helped us build the case that could prove the Enemy AI had returned. Now, I needed him to work a miracle once again.

“You think you can repair it?” I asked.

He answered without hesitation. “With enough time and parts, I can repair anything. What I believe you mean to say is, how quickly can I repair this, and do I need additional resources?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean,” I said.

“You know that I don’t like to give potentially inaccurate answers,” he stated, and I did, in fact, know that about him.

“I do, and I hate to ask something of you that you’d rather not provide but, a ballpark would be helpful. Imogen’s life depends on it,” I said though I knew saying the last part wouldn’t motivate him.

The work would take as long as it took no matter how he felt about it. One thing I could say for Edwin was that he always worked his absolute hardest.

“Unless you were to happen to get there at the exact moment before her demise to prevent it, one could hardly reason that her life is dependent on the celerity of my work,” he noted. “She will either be alive or dead at the time of your arrival.”

In spite of the fact that I didn’t want to consider that, his words were true. Though we have been rushing to come up with a plan and see it through as quickly as we could, everything was taking time, and John Gregory had undoubtedly killed her, if that’s what he wanted to do.

I glanced around the lab again. “What have you been working on?”

He pointed to an artificial intelligence cube sitting in the corner, wired to his computers the way Ned had been when Edwin debugged him.

“Bard has been kind enough to allow me access into his programming,” he explained. “It’s a fascinating dichotomy to see what can be created by a society embracing intelligence such as him and a society that outlaws it. In many ways, we have devolved since his creation.”

“It was kind of him to allow you access,” I said and was grateful for it. The more Edwin could understand the inner workings of the intelligence we were working with, the better off we would be. If he needed to repair Ned again, alter their programming, or access parts of them that we had been denied previously, a deeper understanding would only make that easier.

“Yes, I appreciate that he allowed me to do this and continue my research unabated,” Edwin agreed, getting as close to a compliment as I can remember hearing him. “When I came here, I was unsure that my skills were going to be properly utilized but through Bard, I have been able to do more proper research than I had in the previous several years.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” I said.

With the same lack of intonation that he said everything, Edwin simply stated, “Your emotional state is not relevant to this conversation.”

I nodded, having had my fill of Edwin for the moment.

“I’ll get out of your hair,” I said before adding so he couldn’t counter, “so to speak. Please let me know as soon as you have an update.”

But he had undoubtedly known that the conversation was concluding, so he went back to work as soon as I began the sentence.

I exited the lab and started the slow walk to my quarters. I hated being in a state of hurry-up-and-wait, but there was nothing else I could do at the moment.

A nice long shower later, I felt like a new man.

I made my way to the cafeteria, where, as expected, Alek was helping out in the kitchen. A few Peacers had taken over the primary responsibility of food prep, and from the way he was moving, I could tell that he was trying to help without getting in their way. I watched for a moment as he smiled, chopping what he was told or moving this or that heavy object with ease.

It made me happy that Alek was so good at connecting with the things that he enjoyed. Whether it was Warhero or cooking, he made sure to find the time to engage in activities the way Ned had advised me to do.

I looked down to see Clynt standing beside me. Unsurprisingly, he had sidled up without me hearing or noticing.

“Quite a stable you got here,” he observed.

“Saving the universe has to start somewhere,” I said, and he chuckled.

“What you pay these folks?”

I looked down at him, my face obviously answering the question.

“So, they just do it to do it?”

I shook my head. “Everyone’s here because they want to be a part of what we're doing. Because they believe in something and are willing to give up a normal life to help affect change.”

“And here I was thinking I was the only one in the universe foolish enough to do something just because I love it,” Clynt said.

“Sorry to burst your bubble.”

He pulled his hat off for a moment and ran his paw through the fur on his head before setting the cap back down. “You’re not burstin’ nothing. I like to see it, truth be told. I don’t expect most of the folks ’round here are half as good at what they do as I am at what I do, but it’s hard not to like seeing it.”

Then, I couldn’t help myself and made the offer that I was curious if he wanted to hear. “If you are interested, we can certainly use some of your talents, even after breaking into the High Cloister.”

He chuckled. “While I admire your optimism, I want you to make me that offer after we survive. If we survive.”

“This can’t possibly be the most dangerous job you’ve worked,” I said, hoping that he was going to come up with some story the way he was wont to do.

“This might be the most dangerous job anyone’s been crazy enough to do,” he said, but it wasn’t ominous or scared. Instead, he got a little smile that I have now seen a few times.

I pointed in the direction of the steaming trays available to serve ourselves from. “You hungry?”

“Perpetually,” he said and the two of us began walking.

“How’d you get into this line of work?” I asked.

He sneered and shrugged. “Same reason most folks do: I had nothing, and I needed something. And when you’re doing what I was doing, either you get good, or you get dead. So I got good.”

I could tell that he wasn’t going to give me too many more details and, honestly, it probably didn’t matter. I heaped my plate with meat and veggies and he, only meat with a stack of cheese, and the two of us sat down at a table.

“Mind if I ask you something?” he said, mouth full.

I swallowed and answered, “Shoot.”

“Why do you do this?”

I couldn’t remember the last time I had been asked this question directly, if at all. I had to consider my answer.

“At first, I was just running for my life,” I admitted. “Then, I got to know a lot of these people and realized what was at stake. Once that happened, there was no looking back. I knew that I needed to be a part of this. That I was the only one who could do it. Which, I’ll tell you, was one hell of a realization for some scrapper from Bussel.”

“I’d have laughed you out of the room if you told me that the scrawny kid pullin’ on Lutch Spears’ sleeve woulda grown up to be some rebel hero,” and I had no doubt that it was true.

“I would hardly call myself a hero,” I said.

His brows lowered. “If I were you, I’d embrace what I am. Folks around here talk about you a certain way, and maybe it’s time you saw yourself that way too. ’Course, that’s coming from somebody who loves who and what they are.”

“Well, maybe I should take a page out of your book,” I said, considering his words.

“Universe would be a much better place if everyone did,” he said. “Folks spend so much time deluding themselves because they don’t like who they are or what they do, but we’d all be a hell of a lot better off if everyone could just stand to look at themselves in the mirror.”

I couldn’t argue with that, and I was about to make my point when Lara stuck her head in the room.

“Hank, Clynt, Libby needs to talk to you.”

I looked at the thief. “Well, this can’t be good.”
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“This isn’t good,” Libby said. “Your new friend has quite a hefty bounty on his head.”

She put the numbers up on the main screen in the control room.

I nearly choked on the water I had brought with me.

“Holy smokes,” Clynt said, eyes going wide. “That’s more than I’ve ever seen for anyone.”

“Any word on who posted it?” I asked as though I didn’t know the answer.

Libby laughed at me. “Lara says that you also already know who put up the bounty.”

“You have to figure that she’s doing it with Krasney’s money,” Lara said.

“That’s my assumption as well,” I agreed.

Lara’s face turned into a hard scowl. “We can’t operate in the universe if we’re traveling with somebody this valuable. Mane will be on this bounty in a second if he hasn’t taken it already. This much money for somebody he’s already caught once, it’s too juicy to pass up. But it can make our jobs a hell of a lot harder.”

“You’re right,” I said and tapped my finger against the back of the chair I was leaning on.

“I have to say, I’m actually pretty impressed that you’re hanging with somebody who’s got this high bounty on them,” Libby said. “Like the rest of you are all doing the noble thing or whatever, but this badass over here is pissing off some super rich people. Pretty cool.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Clynt said, trying to suppress the smile that obviously wanted to grow on his face. “When you’re as successful as I am, you do tend to rile up some wealthy folk.”

“Oh man, what’s the deal with how you talk?” Libby asked. “It’s amazing. I think I might want to start talking like that too.”

“Can we get back to the subject at hand,” Lara snapped. “We’re about to take on one of the most dangerous missions we’ve ever attempted, but we now have a massive target on our backs.”

“And this time we certainly can’t afford to pay off the bounty.” I turned to Clynt. “What about you?”

“I’m certainly rich, but my funds are scattered throughout the universe in accounts that ain’t easy to access, so it would take quite a lot of time for me to gather the funds and then give them to you to pay off. But like with the mansion, I expect you want to do something quicker.”

“We might have time to do it depending on how long it’s gonna take Edwin,” I noted.

Libby hopped right on that comment. “From listening to him chatter in the lab, I really don’t think it’s going to take that long. I’ve gotten pretty good at analyzing what he says and extrapolating what that means in, like, regular-people talk.”

I turned to Lara. “What about this: I know that only two bounty hunters can be assigned to any one target at a time so what if we take it and you call some of your other friends to take it on also and that could keep the heat off him?”

“The Conclave Code isn’t something I want to trifle with,” Lara said, quite predictably. “These rules are in place for a reason and doing something like this would be deceptive. Plus, Zenobia’s pissed enough with how little time we spend bounty hunting that accepting a job only to travel with the target would be an affront to our Falconer.”

She looked at Clynt and I before continuing. “Honestly, it’s taking everything I have not to want to just arrest you and turn you in myself. Obviously, I won’t, because I know how important this is, but it’s not in my nature to just stare at a bounty like this.”

“I appreciate that you’re not arresting me,” Clynt said, but I saw his tail begin to fidget under his vest. If I had to guess, he already had a plan for how he could make a quick getaway off the station and steal one of our ships.

“Don’t worry, we’re not going down that road,” I assured the thief. “But we do need to come up with a solution.”

“You could have Zenobia find who would be willing to open a bounty on the Intermediary and arrest her,” Ned suggested.

“Bringing her in wouldn’t necessarily negate the contract she opened on Clynt,” Lara explained. “Once a contract has been opened, it needs to be closed by an arrest or payment or canceled.”

“Then just fly back to her station and force her to come,” Ned said. “She’s standing in the way of an active mission and spends her life in the commission of illegal activities. Ultimately, she’s become a threat, and I don’t see any reason why she wouldn’t come for you two also.”

“Damn, Neddy, that’s ice cold,” Libby said. “I’m not gonna say it didn’t cross my mind too.”

“She’s just doing what she thinks is best, and I can’t say that I believe it’s worth killin’ for,” Clynt said to my surprise.

But I agreed with him. “We’re trying to make the universe a better place, not murder people who stand in our way. I will if I have to, but I’d rather come up with a different solution.”

The room fell silent as everybody seemed to be considering what the best course of action was. My eyes shifted down to Clynt, and I thought about the conversation we’d just had.

“You have contact information for her, right?” I asked.

Clynt narrowed his eyes at me. “The Intermediary? Sure I do.”

I sat down at one of the many computer consoles in the room. “Put me through to her.”

“What, you plan to reason with her? Charm her?” he asked.

“Something like that,” I said.

Lara chuckled. “You’d always prefer to just talk your way out of a situation if given the chance, eh?”

“Ooh, that gives me an idea,” Libby exclaimed. “If we just get Twain’s number, maybe you could just talk to him and get him to shut down Codename: Extinction!”

I ignored everybody. “Just patch me through,” I told Clynt, and he slid in beside me, then tapped away at the keyboard for a long time.

I lifted a little headset off of the console and slid it onto my head, then repositioned the mouthpiece and prepared myself to talk to the young woman once again.

After what felt like an excruciatingly long time, I heard the sound of a distant ring that got louder as Libby stabilized the signal. In her circle of monitors, I imagined the Intermediary seeing Clynt’s information and deciding if she even wanted to answer.

Fortunately, she did.

“What?” she demanded.

“Hey there,” I said, making sure to wear a smile that she could hear. “It’s Hank, again. We met recently after we defeated all of your guards and then stormed into your station and did exactly what you didn’t want us to.”

“Yes, Hank, I remember,” she said, her words as sharp as a knife blade.

“I see you put quite a hefty bounty on our good friend Mister Nameless,” I said.

The sigh she let out came back as a squeak of distortion and feedback. “If that rat has a hefty bounty on him, there is any number of people who could have put it there.”

“Sure,” I allowed. “But it wasn’t any number of people. It was you. And I get it. You told us not to rob another one of your clients and we immediately did just that.”

“Yes, yes you did,” she said, and I could see her wanting more than anything to be able to reach through the communicator and throttle me. This conversation wasn’t going particularly well, but I still believed that I could make it work.

“And you believe this will negatively impact your business?” I asked unflappably, maintaining my pleasant demeanor.

“I believe it will destroy my business!” she shouted. “I already have clients closing their lines of communication to me. Those people you robbed were very well-connected and have already started telling everybody that I’m not trustworthy. This will absolutely destroy any hope I have of working with the highest-end clientele.”

“Sure,” I said. “But what if I get you more business.”

“Oh yeah, who?”

I smiled from ear to ear. “The whole universe.”

“What’s that, some kind of joke?” she asked.

“No, it’s not a joke at all,” I said seriously. “I’ve been thinking a lot about how you ended up with the job you have. You do this work because you wanted to help people, not because you wanted to get rich people collectibles.”

“Yeah, so what?” she asked but for the first time on this call, I could hear her voice softening slightly.

She was young, and I knew that, like the people on the station, she still wanted to be a part of something meaningful.

That’s what I was going to try to tap into. “So that means now is the perfect opportunity to do what you do best. To help people throughout the universe who need it by getting them things that they can’t get themselves.

“I have connections through the Peacers networks to a lot of folks in need, and you have the… devious… connections to help people throughout the universe,” I said. “Rather than trying to rebuild a business that has become about something you don’t care about, why don’t you work with us to help kids like you were. Rather than sending bounty hunters after people who are trying to hurt the people who hurt you, why not send resources to the people who need them. You could use the network you’ve built to do some real good throughout the universe.”

She didn’t answer for a long time and when I turned to look at Clynt, he was staring at me with his mouth agape. Behind him, Lara was just smiling at me. And I couldn’t help but smile back.

“Can you give me a minute,” she said, her voice sounding nothing like how she had when she first answered.

Silence followed. I muted our side as well.

“Can’t say I saw that one coming,” Clynt said.

Lara laughed. “I did.”

“What I told her was true and I think it would be good from our side as well,” I explained. “As soon as we met her, I couldn’t shake the idea that she should be doing what she does but for us. There are so many children throughout the Sectors that need help unavailable to them.”

“You want to establish a network of doctors like the ones who helped her?” Lara asked.

I pointed. “Yes! Exactly! We need to help people who need it, and there is a lot of need. When I read Jackson’s reports of what her Peacer unit is working on, I realized just how much work there was to do throughout the universe. It’s one thing to stop a superweapon, but it's quite another to bring hope back to the people who have lost it.”

“’Cause no one has no faith in the government no more,” Clynt said.

“Precisely,” I said. “Getting Parliament or the Triumvirate to work with us to take on Extinction will only work if we can get the people behind us as well. And to do that, we will need to affect some real change.”

“By engaging in more illegal activities?” Ned asked.

Libby grunted. “Oh, will you just be cool about something for once in your life? Hank’s trying to be Robin Hood over here, and you’re just wet-blanketing all over the place.”

I leaned back in the chair. “I bet Edwin would love to crack both your heads open and have a look around.”

“I mean, who wouldn’t want to go inside my head?” Libby asked. “I’m great.”

“You know who was really great?” Ned asked and all three of us groaned, leaving Clynt to look around at us in confusion.

“He’s going to say the name of his pair partner from the Old War,” Libby said. “Ned’s like ‘tie you up in a cabin in the woods and make you write a book’ level of obsessed with William West.”

“There’s a reason for that,” Ned stated.

Libby scoffed. “Yeah, and it’s all zeros and ones, my dude.”

“I assure you that it didn’t take any programming for me to realize that the hero of the Five Battles and Captain of Starblaster was the most incredible—” Before he could finish, I heard the Intermediary back on the line.

“Hank?” she said, and her tone was more determined now. I was thankful that she hadn’t used the voice masking technology and was just speaking to us as herself. But that was probably just because when she thought it was Clynt, she wanted to threaten him as herself.

“I’m still here.”

“I’m taking your offer under advisement,” she said. “Honestly, I do like the sound of it and my current business model is kind of screwed anyway. But I do want retribution.”

I looked at Clynt who swallowed nervously. I hadn’t known him for long but I also wasn’t particularly interested in turning him over to a criminal after revenge. No matter how sympathetic her story had been.

“What’s that?” I asked.

She took a long time to answer before saying, “You said you wanted to hurt the Inquisition, yeah?”

“Yes,” I said, wondering where this was going.

“Okay,” she said. “If you want me to help your cause, I want you to disrupt them permanently. I want you to cripple them so badly they won’t ever recover. I want you to do irreversible, irrevocable, irreparable damage to them so that they can never come back from it.”
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“You’ve got yourself a deal,” I told the Intermediary.

Though I hadn’t gone into this mission with the plan to leave a trail of destruction in my wake, crippling the organization that wanted to see every one of us tortured and killed sounded like a pretty good idea to me.

And the connections that the Intermediary would provide as well as the goodwill she could garner were certainly worth the price tag.

“Happy to hear it,” she said sincerely. “And let that little weasel know that I’m also going to punch him in the snout the next time I see him.”

Clynt nodded respectfully at that.

“He’s amenable to those terms,” I informed her.

She giggled. “Then let me know when you’ve done what I ask, and we can start things going.”

“Pleasure doing business with you,” I said and closed the comms channel.

Clynt looked at me in a way I hadn’t seen him look before. It was the way Lara had looked at him as he regaled us with stories of his thievery.

“Well, that was one hell of a thing,” he said. “Just a few short minutes you got her from wanting to kill us to working fer ya.”

“He’s got a singular talent for that,” Lara observed.

I looked back and forth between the two of them. “I don't know how much credit I can take,” I said. “I think it’s the cause that does most of the convincing. Telling a young woman who would be dead if it weren’t for people willing to break the laws to do what’s right that she could do the same thing was always going to be an easy sell.”

“No,” Clynt said. “It’s more than that and you know it. What I said to you just before holds true now and the quicker you embrace it, the better off we’ll all be.”

“What did you tell him?” Lara asked.

I waved away. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is how we're going to do the new goal as part of our mission.”

“Destroyin’ a ship of that size can be no easy task,” Clynt observed. “Sabotage would require more teams than can fit on whatever vessel we steal. And they’ll have fail-safes in place so even an explosion in one part of the ship won’t destroy another.”

“What if you shoot a torpedo into the thermal exhaust port?” Libby suggested and then laughed to herself.

To my surprise, Ned joined in the revelry. “I understood that reference,” he said, chuckling.

“And I understood that reference!” Libby said excitedly.

Clynt looked at me in confusion. “The hell’s happening right now?”

“I never know.”

The screen changed from the bounty board to an image of the High Cloister, a massive ship with pinnacles and archivolts, towers and gables, and a rose window style command room. It truly was like nothing I had ever seen before.

“In all seriousness, this structure was built to withstand bombardment from the heaviest ships in any fleet,” Ned explained. “It has heavy shields, cannon batteries stronger than most planetary defense systems and more micromissile launchers than an entire fleet.”

“Sounds like you bit off more than you can chew, there,” Clynt said as he stared at the rotating image of the behemoth.

“I was told I was needed,” Edwin said from the doorway, his voice startling me.

I turned to face him, and Libby spoke. “I figured he would be helpful in determining ways to destroy the ship.”

He squinted at the screen. “That ship?”

“Yes,” I said.

“The High Cloister?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know of a weapon in creation outside of Codename: Extinction that could destroy that ship,” he said unequivocally.

Libby barked a laugh. “Well, isn’t that a Catch-22: you need to destroy the High Cloister to get to Extinction and you would need Extinction to destroy the High Cloister.”

A long silence followed.

“What does ‘destroyed’ mean to you?” he asked, looking at me.

I shrugged. “A big explosion would do the trick.”

“There are other ways to cripple a ship like that,” he said, and somehow his monotone sounded clever and tricky.

“You mean like tainting the oxygen supply?” Clynt asked.

Libby chirped again. “Ooh, that’s super dark, I love it.”

“No, though that would certainly be a viable way of dealing with the crew of a ship, people can be replaced,” he said. “But what couldn’t be replaced by a cult of technophobes?”

A broad smile grew across my face. “We could sabotage their computer systems.”

“Correct.”

“The virus used to infect Ned was one of the most powerful I had ever seen and can certainly be repurposed to cripple the systems aboard the High Cloister,” Edwin suggested. “The Inquisition rely on computers only as much as they have to, and from everything I’ve ever heard, they have very few people who can actually work or repair the technologies aboard. And those they do have, are poorly treated.”

“As you would expect,” I said.

“As you would expect,” he affirmed.

I considered what he said. “It doesn’t seem like we have any other option.”

“Agreed,” Lara said. “This can be our best bet unless anyone happens to have a spare fleet laying around.”

I turned back to Edwin. “How long do you think it would take to reprogram the virus once you’ve finished repairing the distress signaler?”

“I could begin immediately,” Edwin stated. “The repairs have been completed.”

Libby interjected quickly. “He told me to inform you, but you were busy with your phone call, and I didn’t think it was worth interrupting you.”

I wanted to reiterate my question but remembered that he wasn’t going to give me an answer anyway. “It would be great if you got started immediately, then,” I said excitedly and was about to praise him for his quick thinking and clever strategizing, but he held up a finger.

“I can’t begin, not yet.”

“Why not? Did you just say you could begin immediately?”

“I did,” he stated. “‘Could’ being the operative word. Before I can begin, I need a delivery vessel.”

“You can’t just put it on a disk, and I can upload it when we get there?” I asked.

He looked at me blankly for a moment. “No.”

“Well, what do you need?”

But Ned answered before Edwin could. “He needs an AI.”

“Correct,” the man said. “The program needs to be housed and delivered and could only be done by an artificial intelligence.”

“I’ll do it,” a voice said that I hadn’t heard for quite some time.

“Bard?” I asked.

He wasted no time in answering. “Yes. I would be honored to do it.”

“From the way they are all talking, am I correct in guessing that this is a one-way trip for whatever AI offers to do it?” Clynt asked.

“Every trip is a one-way trip,” Edwin corrected. “Upon reaching your destination, a new trip begins.”

“What he means to say is that by choosing to infect himself and then the ship, Bard would be destroyed in the process?” I clarified.

“Oh, yes,” Edwin said, and I expected him to say more, but he didn’t.

Bard spoke again. “I would like to take on this task.”

“Why is that soldier?” Ned asked.

“I’ve been feeling rudderless recently, sir,” he answered quickly. “I was programmed for the defense of a single installation. My pair partner died, and I was left there. I believed I would get some satisfaction out of letting Edwin learn from me, but that has only done a very little bit. Doing something like this would make me feel… valuable… and I want that.”

“Fascinating,” Edwin said, and I agreed.

In their quest to recreate what was essentially a human mind, the programmers of these adaptive military AIs imbued them with such varied motivations and interpretations of the world around them. As Edwin had said, it was truly fascinating.

“Is there no way that we can keep this soldier safe after delivery of the payload?” Ned asked.

“No,” Edwin stated again. “If you would like, I could explain in detail and⁠—”

Ned didn’t let him finish. “That won’t be necessary.”

“This is my choice, and honestly, I feel good about it,” Bard said, his voice entirely self-assured. “I feel good for the first time in a long time. Since Olga.”

Edwin looked at me. “The pair partner bond is stronger than that of any other.”

I thought about the way Ned spoke of William West, of how Libby had described her relationship with James. All of them had connections as strong as I had with Lara. It was intense and powerful in the most human of ways. And without them, in some ways, they all seemed to have lost some part of themselves.

“If this is what you want, I have no objections,” Ned said, and I nodded solemnly.

“Thank you, Bard,” I offered.

“It—I feel right,” he said after a moment.

Clynt was watching this all unfold with a strange look on his face.

“So,” I said, drawing everyone’s attention. “That decides it. Bard, you will infect their systems. Lara and Clynt will get you there quickly and quietly while Alek and I find the prisoners and extract them. Ned, you're not going to like this, but I will leave you on the Buzzard.”

“The Buzzard?” he asked. “You mean the Inquisition ship that we steal?”

“No,” I answered. “We can’t risk it by bringing you there.”

“This is the correct way to do things,” Edwin asserted. “Even Bard should be powered down until the cube is at the computer terminal. The High Cloister will undoubtedly have more scanners and sensors for these kinds of programming than anywhere else in the universe.”

Ned didn’t say anything for a long moment. “If you need me, you know I will bring the Buzzard and take on the entire ship myself.”

“Aww, sweet and badass,” Libby observed. “And also, obviously, stupid.”

“No, the best thing you can do for us now is survive,” I said. “There’s also a pretty high likelihood that none of us are returning from this mission, and if that happens, we need you to continue to carry the flag.”

“No matter what happens, I’ll never stop fighting,” Ned said, and I knew that was true. Not only could he not stop fighting, but he was also immortal. Well, not entirely immortal because eventually his parts would rust or cease working, but he would certainly live a lot longer than any of us mere mortals.

“Also,” Lara said, drawing our attention, “and I hate to be a buzzkill here, but won’t getting Alek on board be a bit of a challenge.”

Clynt turned to look at her. “Normally, that’d be my expectation also, but we dug up a hat fit for a Kyrog when we were rummagin’ too.”

“And you don’t think anyone will notice?” Ned asked, sounding very dubious.

“You know who would be super helpful right about now?” Libby asked. “Imogen. She could totally tell us if all the Inquisitors know each other and if they would notice a giant gray Inquisitor.”

“I seem to remember her suggesting that they don’t all know one another except in passing,” Lara said, and it sounded right.

I tried to sound inspiring when I said, “Let’s go rescue her so we can ask her ourselves.”

“If you are able to successfully rescue her,” Edwin cut in, “then you will no longer require the information.”

“Yeah, no duh,” Libby said, and Edwin turned to leave.

“Edwin,” I said after him. “Let us know when the program is done. Thank you.”

He gave some vague hand gesture in acknowledgment of my words and continued on his way.

“How about we get some rest,” I said, unsure if I would actually be able to sleep before doing something like this. We had taken on tough challenges before, but this one felt nearly insurmountable. If we were caught by even one person aboard that ship, it would be all over.

To say nothing of John Gregory or, even worse, the Hand of Truth. I knew very little about the head of the Inquisition, but I knew enough to be scared of him and his cadre. If they are aboard the High Cloister when we arrive, it will be a very short visit.

I tried to shake the thought from my mind.

“Hey, new guy,” Libby said, and Clynt looked up at the screen where a facsimile of her face was displayed.

“Yes, ma’am?”

Her digital eyes moved down to gaze down at him. “Mind hanging back and chatting with me for a moment?”

“Don’t mind a bit,” he answered, moving to take the seat I vacated as I got up to leave the room.

Lara and I walked out together.

“You worried?” she asked once we had made our way from the command room to the living quarters.

I stopped in front of my door and nodded slowly. “We’ve done some crazy things in our day, but this is the most insane of all. I think I was so focused on the idea of figuring out how to get Imogen back that I didn’t stop to consider the reality of what it would entail.”

“Even just getting onto Inquisition ship will be a challenge,” she agreed. “And then sneaking onto an enemy fortress in space with no way of escaping will be…”

“Yeah,” I said. “You ever done anything like this with Syn?”

She had started opening up about him more and more recently, so I figured it would be okay to ask.

Her eyes drifted away, and a smile grew across her lips.

“We had more than a few hunts that I was sure we weren’t going to come back from,” she said. “There was one time that we essentially stormed into the base of operations for one of the Twelve Cartels and had to kill our way out. Collected quite a healthy bounty that time and drew out a lot of their top people but for going after the head, herself.”

I stared at her in disbelief. “I sometimes forget how different the life you had was after leaving Bussel. From the minute I moved in with Lutch, my life was so standard and uninteresting. Meanwhile, you were gallivanting around the universe doing the same kind of stuff that we're doing now.”

“I would hardly say ‘gallivanting’,” she corrected but her tone was light. “But you couldn’t be more right that our lives were quite divergent after Bussel.”

I smirked. “And yet, somehow, we ended up right back together.”

“I think we were always going to end up right back together,” she said, looking at me in a way that made me feel like we were the only two people in the universe.

“Certainly seems that way,” I said.

My heart was pounding, and there was the unmistakable electricity that always precedes a kiss. But before I moved in, she spoke.

“We should get some rest,” she said and then immediately turned.

I wanted to grab her, wanted to stop her or say something to bring her back to me. But I knew I had to let her go at that moment. Our connection was growing stronger by the day, but I didn’t want to try and rush things, only to spoil it all.

So, I turned away from her. I opened the door to the room that was technically mine but looked like the display window in a space station furnishing superstore. Other than a closet with a couple of changes of clothes, a box of my old stuff, and a few assorted knickknacks I had moved from the Buzzard, there was nothing that made this place mine.

I pulled open the little fridge and grabbed a Bussel Brew. Flopping down on the bed, I sat and thought and drank. I was tired and wired all at once. Though my brain was firing a million miles a minute, I eventually fell asleep sitting up.

But I was awakened by an almost-silent knock at the door. It was so quiet that I thought, at first, it was just a part of my dream. But then I heard it again. I set down the now-warm beer beside my bed and then stood.

I made my way across the tiny space, listening for another knock and wondering who could possibly have wanted to talk to me at this hour. Though, to be fair, I didn’t know precisely what hour it was.

I pressed the door button, and it instantly slid open. Standing before me was Lara, her eyes fixated on me with the same intensity as before.

“Oh, hi,” I said, surprised to see her.

“I couldn't sleep,” she said in a whisper. “Well, I think I dozed off for a little bit but then I did that thing where you wake up just a little bit and then your entire brain decides to turn on even though your body wants to sleep more.”

I smiled, knowing exactly what you meant. “I’m familiar.”

“And the thing that was on my mind was you,” she said softly. “And giving you this.”

She took a step closer to me, holding one hand cupped over the other. I reached down, and when our hands touched, it was like being struck by lightning. But when I gently pulled the top hand off the bottom, there was nothing there.

My brows furrowed, and I looked up at her.

The moment our eyes met, she moved in to kiss me.

We had “dated” and played grab-ass as kids, but this was something entirely different. One hand moved to the back of her head while the other held hers and the whole rest of the universe, Codename: Extinction, the peril, everything, fell away.

“Edwin has completed the virus,” Ned stated through a nearby speaker, and the beautiful moment came to a screeching halt.

His voice was like a bucket of cold water on us, and we pulled apart, both looking at the little wall-mounted speaker with disdain.

“I should take this moment to note that I was in favor of letting the make out session continue,” Libby said. “I even offered to make Ned some popcorn, but he said that the mission takes priority or whatever.”

“Not ‘or whatever.’ The mission takes priority,” Ned stated unequivocally. “I’ve already explained this to Hank, and, Lara, if you’d like to have a follow-up conversation, I would be more than happy to do so.”

She looked as though she wanted to put her fist through the little speaker.

“No, I have no difficulty understanding that the mission takes priority,” she said. “But I guess when I have two AIs watching my every move and commenting on it, I understand why people wanted to outlaw them.”

“That’s a low blow,” Libby said. “You know full well that I love juicy gossip and you could have easily pushed Hank into the room and closed the door so that we couldn’t be a part of it.”

I wanted more than anything to shut out the world and go back to what we had been doing a moment before but now that I knew we were ready to go, there was no going back.

“Let’s get geared up,” I said, giving Lara’s hand one last squeeze.
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“I believe we picked the perfect planet,” Ned explained as the gyre tube swirled around us.

After I had taken a moment to literally splash cold water on my face, I had gotten geared up and met with Edwin who presented me with both the distress signaler and Bard’s deactivated cube.

It had been an odd moment, holding the consciousness in my hands. Because while I carried Ned around with me most of the time, it was different thinking that they could simply be turned off. Rather than being a personality who had heroically offered to poison himself in order to poison our enemy, he was just a little metal square.

Sitting in the pilot’s seat of the Buzzard, I felt the weight of the cube in my pocket. Little cubes like this had brought all life in the universe to the brink of destruction, and even now it was the focal point of so much.

“We are going to be landing on a remote planet in a largely lawless, forgotten Sector,” Ned said. “The planet’s designation is Narm 2, and it is remarkable for nothing other than mining.

“The entire planet is comprised of several base compounds used by the Consortium in, mostly, military production. There’s one main city where everybody who works on the planet lives. The people there want nothing to do with the outside world, and the outside world wants nothing to do with them.”

“So why is that the perfect planet?” I asked.

Ned must’ve expected that was going to be the question because he had his answer locked and loaded. “Because these are the kind of places where Inquisitors love to make their presence known.”

As he continued to explain, I thought about the first time I had seen John Gregory. When I was little and he was making a show killing Scrapper Twelve in the street. Bussel was the same kind of planet as Narm 2, and it certainly seemed like what Ned said was true.

“The Inquisition is a relatively small organization when you think about the vastness of the universe, but their presence is felt everywhere. In order to do that, they make sure to cast a long shadow. Kicking down doors on remote outposts, making arrests on the news and intimidating villagers reminds everyone, everywhere that the Inquisition is watching,” Ned continued.

When none of us spoke, he added, “And I had Libby run some statistical analyses to see where the most common places for Inquisition appearances are and small, hard-working places like this were at the top.”

“So, we’ll land, find a good location for the distress signaler and set up our ambush there,” I said.

“And hope that they only send one ship,” Lara added.

Hadn’t really considered that. “Ned, how often do they dispatch multiple teams on investigation?”

“From the information I was able to obtain, very rarely.”

I sighed. “That’s something, anyway.”

“We gotta be smart about one thing, though,” Clynt said.

“What’s that?”

He pulled on the brim of his hat before answering, “We have to be sure that we get someone on that ship while the Inquisitors disembark. That’ll be your one and only shot. I watch their behavior enough to know that they don’t sit with their ramps down just waiting for someone to sneak aboard.”

“Think you can get on unseen?” I asked.

His face registered offense for a moment. “You think I can’t?”

I held my hands defensively. “Didn’t mean to doubt your skills, just wanted to confirm.”

“’Course I can sneak on, but you’ll need to deal with them Inquisitors right quick,” he said. “Mission like this is going to require speed and smarts. Also, when you deal with them, try to make it clean. Walking into the High Cloister wearing employee robes is…”

“Were you going to say that it would look suspicious before realizing that, due to the nature of the people we’re dealing with, it would actually be quite fitting?” Alek asked.

The Vekrass tapped his claw to the tip of his snout. “That’s precisely what I was thinking. But even still, we don’t need any water cooler jibber jabber because it looks like we just made a fresh kill.”

Lara opened one of the little pouches on her beltline. She produced a short, thin wire with what looked like a metal cork at either end.

“You ever seen one of these?” she asked me, handing it across.

“In the movies,” I said, thinking about a scene of ancient commandos coming up behind an enemy and wrapping one of these wires around their neck. “I guess I just didn’t realize people use them in real life.”

“They do and I think it’ll be an efficient way for a clean kill,” she suggested. “I’ll use my one quick neurotoxin on one while you introduce this to the other.”

I held the garrote in my hand and nodded.

“And I’ll deal with the pilot,” Clynt said, flicking his wrist just so and producing a razor-sharp throwing knife from somewhere in his sleeve.

“That was perfectly intimidating,” Lara said with a little smile.

He slid the knife away and in the same motion pulled out a toothpick, which he popped in the corner of his mouth. “Happy to know it worked.”

“Ned,” I began, “anything else we need to consider?”

I had been getting better at trying to think things through before engaging in a mission and asking him for any relevant information on the front end.

“I have a great deal of information on the planet, its cultural and societal information, the layout of the city that could prove relevant,” he said. “But I think the only thing I need to tell you is that you will need your environmental respirators.”

“Yikes,” Lara said. “I could never quite wrap my head around the desire to live on a planet without breathable air. I understand that people do it, and that for many folks it’s a necessity, but it just seems really difficult.”

“As somebody who left their natural environment for the greater universe,” Alek said, “I will just say that adapting to different environments becomes easier, and eventually you don’t even think anything about it.”

“I feel like you would definitely think about it all the time if you were someplace where your oxygen tank means the difference between life and death,” Lara said.

Alek seemed to consider that for a moment. “All I’m saying is that you get used to things over time.”

Lara nodded. “You got no argument from me on that.”

“I’m thinking that if you’re going in for a quick and quiet ambush, I’ll just hang back and meet you guys after?” Alek said.

“I guess if things go sideways and we end up needing you, the mission’s blown anyway,” I assessed.

“The planet has high crime rates, so it might be advisable for you to safeguard the Buzzard,” Ned said. “We will also need to keep it somewhere out of sight, otherwise the Inquisition will get wise to us upon getting a visual on the ship.”

We washed out, and a gray planet appeared before us. The nearest star seemed to be quite a distance away, so Narm 2 was faint at first. As we approached, a massive hauler ship lumbered by in the other direction, but there was no other traffic to speak of.

“Bringing us in,” Ned said, and we began our rapid ascent down to the planet's surface. “There’s only one lot.”

“That’s bad news,” Lara said. “We can’t just leave the Buzzard out in the open.”

“I could take her back out,” Alek offered. “Stay in low orbit and be ready to come for you.”

“Negative,” Ned said. “The Inquisition would scan any ship just sitting out in space.”

Descending toward the planet, I thought of all of the different ways that we can try to cloak the ship or if it would be worth it to have him Tidal to a nearby system and return soon. But none of the plans seemed to make me feel particularly comfortable because all of them had the potential to blow the entire operation.

Then it occurred to me.

“Ned, are there any repair shops?” I asked.

He made a little sound like a snort of being impressed. “Yes,” he answered. “Scrapper Fourteen’s Repair and Salvage.”

“Put me through,” I said, and it wasn’t long before the comms system was active.

“This is Little Bob,” a voice said quickly. “What can I do for you?”

“This is Scrapper Twenty-Seven. I was hoping you could give my ship a quick once-over and let me know what upgrades you might suggest,” I said.

It took him a long time to answer. “Well, sure, but we don’t do many upgrades out here and I just run the shop for Scrapper Fourteen.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. “You and I both know that some of the best mechanics in the universe are the small-town repairman on the fringes. You’ve probably seen more out here than a lot of those big city scrappers, so I think your insight will be valuable.”

“Well, sure,” he said excitedly. “Bring her in, and I’ll take a look.”

“I knew I could count on you,” I said.

Lara chuckled as we continued downward and Ned adjusted our landing trajectory. “I’ll give you that one. It was a pretty smart plan.”

“I just thought about where I could land on Bussel if I needed to stay out of the public eye,” I said, “and the first thing that came to mind was my own shop. Close the garage doors and nobody’s ever the wiser.”

It wasn’t long before we were maneuvering down and into the repair shop. Once we had, we got ourselves situated in our environmental suits with our breathing apparatus. Alek kept his nearby but wasn’t going to actually put on the respirator until necessary.

A green light flashed in the cargo hold once the garage door above us had been sealed and the shop re-oxygenated. We immediately dropped the ramp and stepped down to greet the heavyset man with a comb-over of a few sad strands stretched over a lake of flesh on the top of his head.

He stepped over to me and extended a greasy hand. I shook it, looking at the coveralls he was wearing and the little nametag saying Ted.

“I thought you said your name was Little Bob?” I asked.

Lara wasted no time jumping in. “You killed the head and took over his job?”

“Lara, no,” I admonished halfheartedly before looking back at ‘Ted Bob’. “Did you?”

He chuckled. “Oh, no, I get that all the time. I mean, not the killing part, the question about my name. I should really get a new name tag printed. You see, my name’s Ted, but the guy who ran the shop before me and who I learned under was called Big Bob. Because of that, everyone called me Little Bob. Even though my name’s Ted. But you can call me Little Bob.”

He pointed to his name tag.

“Understood,” I said. “And I’m guessing that Scrapper Fourteen bought the shop but doesn’t actually work out of it?”

“Right,” Bob affirmed. “He’s only been here the one time, and it was just to sign paperwork.”

“Well, I appreciate the hard work you must do out here,” I said, and he looked me over.

“You don’t look like any scrapper I’ve seen,” he observed.

I half-smiled. “I moonlight as a bounty hunter on the side.”

At that, his eyes went wide, and a large smile crossed his face as though I had told him I was a secret agent in my free time. “How neat.”

“Right,” I said. “And I’m here on an assignment of the utmost importance. So, while you assess my ship, me and most of my crew are going to go out into the city on a special assignment. If we are successful, I have the authority to deputize you as an honorary bounty hunter.”

I heard Lara mutter something under her breath, but a look of pure excitement grew over Little Bob’s face. “That would be an honor.”

“Good,” I said. “And it's of the utmost importance that you don’t tell anyone we are here.”

“Of course,” Little Bob enthused and then attempted to wink but just blinked at me slightly out of order.

I gave him a little salute. “I’m going to leave my associate here with the ship and, for your protection.”

When I gestured to Alek, a look of even greater enthusiasm washed over Little Bob. “Okay!”

“Thank you,” I said to the repairman in my most sincere voice. “Now, please go take a look at the Buzzard to let me know.”

He turned to leave the ship and gave a long whistle. “A vulture-class,” he said as we began to walk away. “Don’t see too many of those around these parts.”

I turned to look at Alek as soon as the man was out of earshot. “Don’t let him touch anything on that ship.”

Alek nodded in acknowledgment and turned to follow him.

Lara, Clynt, and I turned and pulled our apparatus on before heading out of the airlock and onto the streets of Narm 2.

In the way that Bussel was a uniform brown, this planet was gray. It almost looked like a black and white image. The sky was the color of a pale fog, the buildings a drab cement, and the people were dressed in black coveralls. An occasional yellow light streamed out from a window, only to be consumed by the gray.

We made our way toward the little public parking lot to scout out the situation. There were only two ships parked there and they both looked as though they had been abandoned there a long time ago. They would need someone more than Little Bob to get either of the ships back in working order.

The lot was fenced in, and the opening let out onto a little street between some low apartment buildings. There were gaps between the buildings and alleyways for storing trash cans. Lara pointed as we walked past.

“Hank and I can position here,” she suggested. “Clynt, I’m guessing you can hide pretty easily on one of those derelict ships?”

“We both know you know the answer,” he said.

I looked up and then to the end of the street that terminated at the main road. “I don’t think we want to get much farther than here.”

“Right,” Lara agreed. “This is where we’ll get him, quick and quiet.”

“Quick and quiet,” I agreed.

Clynt rubbed his hands together. “Y’all are speaking my language.”

I looked up to the colorless sky, knowing that soon enough, our fate and that of the universe would be decided.
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We set the signaler off in the distance and then activated it before shifting into our positions. Lara and I hid behind an alley wall, watching the lot and knowing that we could move into our places behind some dumpsters once the ship landed.

Clynt scampered away and, even though I was watching him, managed to disappear as soon as he neared one of the dilapidated ships.

Then we waited.

We figured it would take some time for the Inquisition to dispatch a ship but also knew that if they believed one of their own was in peril, they would send somebody quickly. That being said, it was still a long time before the black and red vessel appeared through the cloud cover.

Once again, my heart began to pound, and my adrenaline started to course. It often happened before a mission, but this was different. The moment that ship landed, all of our lives were going to change.

The ominous looking light craft set down right in the center of the lot, and despite the moment, I couldn’t help but think what jerks they were for taking up so many parking spots. Of course, the moment passed as soon as the ramp began to lower, and the ominous visage of an Inquisitor stepped from the ship.

Even her breathing apparatus was worked into a red mask with dark eyes and a permanent scowl, and her oxygen tank was hidden under a long cape. Like all the others, her ornate red armor was intricately crafted and impressive. In her hand was an axe whose shaft was equally ornately carved and the blade of which glowed with the eternal flame.

She began marching forward. Alone.

If I learned anything about the Inquisition, it was that there was always an Acolyte traveling with their Inquisitor. In my experience there were always two, no more no less.

“I’ll take this one,” Lara said, obviously thinking the same thing I was. “You just wait for the next. I won’t move until you have yours in sight too.”

The Inquisitor strode through the lot, making directly for the street. Lara shimmered out of existence and, when the billowing cape disappeared past us, pursued the Inquisitor.

I moved back out a little bit, watching both the Inquisitor and keeping an eye on the ship for movement. But nothing happened and Clynt didn’t leave his position. He was obviously smart enough to know that while he could ambush the pilot, he wouldn’t be able to enter the ship as the Acolyte was still on board as well.

My head kept shooting back and forth as I watched, waiting for Lara to act. But she was going to hold off, and I wondered if our entire plan was for naught. If she had to act too soon or if we had to try to storm the ship, we’d be done for.

But then I reminded myself that if the Acolyte wasn’t about to disembark, they would’ve raised the ramp. Nervously, I pulled the garrote out, hoping that it was somehow going to will the Acolyte off board.

To my surprise, it did.

But another question we had been asking was also answered as I saw the massive frame of the Kyrogi Acolyte begin to lumber off of the ship.

Before they had even reached the bottom of the ramp, I saw the blur of Clynt shooting from the side of the parked ship onto the ramp. The Kyrog continued forward purposefully across the lot, and I stuffed the wire back in my pocket.

I was going to have to improvise.

I knew that I couldn’t just shoot the Acolyte. My stomper would be too loud, and the energy weapon too bright. Plus, if I didn’t drop them in the first place, I would start a brawl.

I grabbed a hammer out of my converted toolbelt, flipping around in my hand so that the curved back was facing forward. Pressing myself against the garbage, I waited for the Acolyte to walk by. My best bet was going to be trying to leap up and pull the breathing tube free from the back of their helmet.

If I could hit the release just right with the hammer, I could pry it loose and make this visit to the planet a short one for them.

As soon as the massive man moved past, I took one calming breath and then sprang forward. Leaping up into the air, I aimed the hammer perfectly, seeing the joint at the back of the helmet that fed the tube leading down into the cape.

When my hammer cracked against the metal, part of the release was jarred loose, but as I tried to hook the metal in, it slid along the valve, and I dropped to the ground. A pinhole release of air began to streak from the back of the helmet, and the Inquisitorial Acolyte wheeled on me.

I landed on my rear and got to my feet just in time to get hit in the chest by a Kyrogi foot. I’m not sure I could describe the feeling but if you’ve ever been hit by a car, you understand the sensation. My entire body was thrown back through the air and I landed at the gate of the parking area.

While the Acolyte was losing oxygen, it wasn’t happening quickly enough for me to have a full advantage, and now they were coming right at me. He lowered his head, charged, and cleared the distance between us in two steps.

Wheezing into my respirator, I rolled out of the way just in time to avoid the massive foot as it came slamming down onto the concrete beside me like a wrecking ball.

The earth shook, and it was all I could do to swing the hammer and crash it into his ankle. The metal hit the dense skin under the robes but did almost nothing. He grunted and raised his foot again. I dragged myself back, pulling my leg free just in time, before another chunk was taken out of the sidewalk.

Nothing was going to plan so far, and we were making far more of a commotion than I had wanted. Though, it didn’t seem that anybody had noticed. At least not yet.

I backed up against the dumpster and used the lip to help myself to my feet. As soon as I stood, a massive fist was cutting through the air toward my head. I ducked out of the way to avoid the blow that struck the lid of the dumpster, denting it as though a car battery had been dropped from the roof of the building above.

I knew that we wanted to preserve the robes as best we could and try not to draw too much attention. But the longer this fight went on, the worse things were going to be. I pulled the energy weapon from my side and pointed it at the Kyrog.

I only had time to fire it once before the massive mitt of the Acolyte smacked it out of my hand, sending it crashing against the nearby wall and leaving me wondering how many fingers had just been broken. Luckily, the beam had seared through the flesh on their leg and hobbled him, if only slightly.

The escaping gas seemed to be getting worse as well, the stream growing in thickness as it released. I had to assume that all the jostling was loosening it more and more.

That was something.

I saw a loose piece of piping sticking out from the side of the dumpster and grabbed onto it, preparing to swing it like a bat at my attacker. But when my fingers closed around it and I pulled, nothing happened. It wasn’t some discarded piece of piping as I had thought but still attached to something.

I only had time to once again get out of the way before another crashing blow rained down on me.

Things are now getting desperate, and I just had to catch my breath. So I leapt back another step in trying to catch my breath, watching as the Acolyte rumbled toward me. But they were slowing, and that was something. The lack of oxygen and searing hole in their flesh was, at least, stymieing them a bit.

If I could keep them fighting and working, I might at least be able to survive long enough for Lara or Clynt to back me up.

So, I let the rope-a-dope begin.

The Acolyte continued to press the attack, and I continued to duck and dodge out of the way. Every now and again, they would land a blow and each time it would slow me down. But they were also slowing down.

And after a while, I saw a figure appear out from another side alley behind the Kyrog. To my dismay, it was the Inquisitor.

In that moment, time stopped, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Battered and bruised as I was, for a moment, I lost the will to fight.

Of the things that could happen, this was the one I hadn’t seen coming.

When she had come to my room the previous night, it felt like the beginning of something rather than the end.

Realizing that I had lost her, I also came to understand, in that moment, how deeply I loved her. It was the worst possible way to come to that true understanding and I just stood there blinking for a moment before feeling a fist hit my chest.

Any breath left in my lungs was punched out and I slammed to the ground once again.

For a moment, I didn’t care but then I remembered everything else that I had to fight for. I might have lost my oldest friend, but I didn’t need to lose everyone else in my life, too.

I pushed myself back up, but my body was struggling, and now the Inquisitor was bearing down on me as well. Approaching from behind the Acolyte, the Inquisitor had the glowing axe sliding up and into position in their hands, poised for an attack.

I glanced back at the Inquisition ship, wondering if perhaps Clynt had taken control and could open fire on my two attackers.

But no.

The ship didn’t move, and nothing happened.

Turning back, I saw the Kyrog bearing down on me, ready to squash me like a bug and the Inquisitor behind them with the axe ready to free me of my head.

We had come so far and accomplished so much only to die on the streets of some obscure mining planet.

Or so I thought.

The axe swung down and the Kyrog stopped.

Though I had thought the weapon was going to end me, it had instead been buried in the back of the Acolyte.

The gigantic attacker let one final grunt out of its nose before falling to its knees and once again rumbling the earth.

I pulled myself out of the way and the rest of the body slammed forward, cracking the ground in front of me.

I looked up at the Inquisitor and understood.

“Lara?”

“Yeah, obviously,” she said as though I was an idiot for not realizing it sooner.

And I had never been more relieved in my life. “I’m so—” I began but she wasn’t listening. Instead, she pulled the axe out of the spine of the Kyrog just above the armor. It had just missed the tube and back of the helmet that was still leaking oxygen from the tank.

She walked over and offered me a hand, then quickly pulled me to my feet. “I don’t care what Alek says,” she announced, “I had to hold my breath while switching into this outfit. I knew that I would never get used to living on an oxygen-free planet.”

I didn’t say anything, I just stared at her for a long moment.

“Hank,” she said, her voice sounding a bit worried under the red mask. “You concussed?”

“Maybe,” I said slowly.

Then Clynt’s voice crackled in my ear. “When you two are done jawin’, maybe we should steal the ship?”

I looked up at the harpy-class Inquisition ship and realized that, despite how I had been feeling a moment before, we had succeeded.

Now, all we had to do was infiltrate the High Cloister, rescue our friends and sabotage one of the most secure facilities in the universe.

Right, just that.
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The inside of an Inquisition starship was exactly as expected. Dark but decorative with images and etchings and effigies everywhere and a few practical items but nothing that anyone would deem enjoyable.

The crew quarters were little more than a cot in another dark room with a single overhead light and a little bookshelf containing books written by Inquisitors exclusively for others of their ilk. And, of course, there were no personal effects or anything that would differentiate this ship from any other belonging to any other Inquisitor in the universe.

Alek had quickly come to meet us and helped to move the Kyrog up onto the ship where he switched into the Acolyte’s attire. Clynt got himself prepared with some of the robes we had stolen from the mansion and that left just me.

While I left the rest of them to hide the Inquisitors so that we weren’t bringing more evidence with us to the High Cloister, I returned to the repair shop.

Little Bob was excited to see me and talk me through all of the recommendations he believed would be a good fit for the Buzzard. I listened and nodded along until he was done and, when he was, I asked him for one of the most obscure parts the ship could need.

“I don’t think I have one of those, but do you want me to check in the back?” he offered.

I nodded enthusiastically. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

“Certainly,” he said, wiping down the hairs that crossed his head to keep them in place.

I thanked him, and the moment he disappeared into the back room and I began to hear clattering, I ran up and onto the Buzzard.

My body still ached, and I still felt like I hadn’t caught my breath or recovered from the fact that I thought Lara had been killed, but I pulled the little cube out of my pocket and looked at it for a moment.

“Ned,” I said. “You be ready to get us the second we finish.”

“I’ll be as close as physically possible with the Tidal Drive active,” he assured me. “And, Hank?”

“Yeah?” I said, leaning toward the console and unscrewing one of the panels.

“Just in case anything happens to either of us,” he said. “I just wanted you to know that you’ve done your absolute best and I’ve been impressed with you.”

“Thanks, Ned,” I said and I meant it.

“You certainly still have a long way before you are anything like Captain William West, but for a random scrapper from a random corner of the universe, you’ve done one hell of a job.”

This time I paused before answering. “Thanks,” I said slowly. “You could have just stopped after the first part…”

“I know,” he said and laughed to himself.

“And Ned,” I said. “Even though I’ve been chased down by bounty hunters, Inquisitors and prefects since we met, finding you was one of the best things that happened to me. It got me out of a routine I would have lived until the day I died, got me out there actually doing something to help the universe and got me closer to people than I ever thought I would.”

“We both know you mean Lara.”

I nodded as I slid his cube into the opening and then placed the panel back over it. “I would never have reconnected with her if it weren’t for you.”

He scoffed. “You never know, Resh might’ve put a bounty on you for some unrelated thing before too long and you might’ve reconnected that way.”

I snorted a laugh. “Right, sure. Anyway, it’s been an honor working with you and will continue to be after we kick the Inquisition’s ass.”

“That’s the right attitude,” he said, and I screwed the panel back on. “See you on the other side. I already hacked the system here, so I’ll be able to secure Bob in his space and open the top to make my exit. His combination was 12345, so it was easy to get into all his systems.”

“12345,” I said. “That’s the kind of thing an idiot would put on his luggage.”

“Wait, what?” he said in absolute astonishment.

I laughed. “Sometimes I actually watch the movies you tell me to.”

“Good luck out there,” he said with a certain finality, and I didn’t answer.

Quickly, I changed into the Inquisition outfit we had pilfered, and I had set aside for myself. And as soon as I had arrived, I was leaving.

Before I descended the ramp, I checked to make sure that Little Bob hadn’t returned and just as I looked, the door to the back room hissed closed. I ran down the ramp and to the airlock. Through the little viewport in the door behind me, I saw the doors begin to open and the Buzzard lift off.

I thanked Little Bob in my mind and figured this would probably be the story that he told for the rest of his life. And I’m sure he would embellish it with how he was, in fact, deputized.

When the door opened in front of me, I stepped out into the street, catching a glimpse of myself in the reflection of a shop across the street.

It was more than a little off putting to see myself in the robes, armor and strange masked headpiece with a ring of little horns protruding from the top. At my side hung the mace with spikes that could be activated and on the chest plate was an artistic rendition of an Inquisitor passing judgment on a man with a prosthetic leg.

I was a grim sight and the shopkeeper within the store averted his eyes when he saw me.

This was why they came to places like this and why they made sure to be seen going about their business. Everywhere they went, people were scared and even just the idea of them was enough to make folks cower.

But I didn’t have time to dawdle and didn’t want to stay here a second longer than I had to.

Walking purposefully, I struck a stride in the direction of the lot, making my way quickly toward the harpy. When I arrived, the other three were waiting for me and, taking one look at me, gasped appropriately.

Once I was aboard and sitting in the pilot seat, I activated the ship. The controls were different from what I was used to, and it was strange being back in full control of the starship. As I had the last time I had piloted one without Ned, I enjoyed it.

The harpy rumbled and lifted off the ground in a jerky, easy motion. The controls were archaic, and, unsurprisingly, there were almost no computer systems aboard. There were some, enough to make it function, but barely.

Everything else I had to do myself. Luckily, from working on and repairing ships most of my life, I was familiar with how to drive and pilot nearly anything the universe had to offer. Now, that didn’t mean I could do it well.

But I would get used to it.

Leaving the planet, I worked the controls and got a feel for the ship. When I flipped the switch, the Tidal Drive began to slowly warm up, taking even longer than the Buzzard’s did.

“Any of you folks enjoy ventriloquism?” Clynt asked from the little area behind the cockpit where he and Alek were standing.

Lara guffawed from the copilot’s chair. She turned back to face him in the tight space.

“You could have given me a billion guesses and that wouldn’t have ever been something I would’ve predicted you just say then,” she said.

He smiled. “I find that sometimes a little levity works to break the tension at times like this.”

“Are you a ventriloquist?” I had to ask.

He seemed to pause for dramatic effect. “I don’t want to spoil it but, in my trunk, back at the station, I might have something that could surprise you.”

Lara clasped her hands together in excitement which, given the fact that she was dressed like an Inquisitor, was hilarious in itself. “We already had to survive this mission for the obvious reason but now we really have to survive it.”

I stared at her giddy face. “I feel like now is the moment Ned would make some comment about how there aren’t varying degrees of survival or some such.”

“Aww, are you missing your fwend?” she mocked, and I couldn’t help but laugh at it.

The Tidal Drive flashed and a moment later we were in a gyre tube on our way to the High Cloister.

Despite the moment before, we all fell silent as the blue swirled all around us, everyone staring at the tube. It seemed that we all needed the moment to gather our thoughts and prepare ourselves for what came next. Under my robes, I felt the stomper and Bard’s cube.

I fished the intelligence out. When I handed it over to Clynt, he pocketed it without me even seeing how. He was so fluid, so easily sneaky, that it was impossible not to be impressed.

I had to push all of Ned’s worries aside and just hope that he was being honest.

But it was strange that I completely thought he would be. He would want to be the thief who broke in and crippled the High Cloister. After that, it would be hard for anyone to dispute his prowess.

I turned back to the gyre tube and watched it shift around me until, after a short time, it flashed again and I washed us out into space.

In front of me, was the massive, intimidating fortress that was the High Cloister.
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The ship was rectangular with pointed towers rising all along its top, a sharp, pointed front, and massive thrusters in the back. Along all its sides were huge cannons that could rip apart a fleet in moments.

There was one tower that rose above the others with the rose window in the front. From what we had learned before, I knew that was the command center of the ship.

“Over there’s where you’re going,” I said, gesturing toward it, and I turned to look at Lara. But her face was no longer my old friend. It was the hard and serious face of Kilara Vex. Without answering, she pulled the mask down and became an Inquisitor.

When she did, Alek did the same, sliding on the helmet with its curved tusks. Clynt followed suit and pulled the cowl of his robes up over his head.

The comms channel opened.

“Speak,” a voice said in a low, heavy baritone.

I wasted no time in answering. “Sanctum est caro.”

The voice came back immediately. “Spoken.”

Nothing else was said and, in the far distance, I saw a pinprick of light along the flank of the dark ship. I piloted us forward, hardly taking a breath as I was trying to ensure that I guided us in smoothly. I wanted to look like somebody who had been flying one of these for years rather than what I was.

“Slow is smooth, smooth is fast,” I said, echoing something Ned had once told me.

With that in mind, I throttled us forward and soon, we were passing near the side of the ship. It had looked huge in the distance but as we approached, the true scope of it became apparent and soon, it completely blotted out my vision of the nearest planet.

The cannons dwarfed our ship as we approached, and I just couldn’t believe the size of it. Of course, I also couldn’t help thinking about all the scrap. If this facility was partially destroyed, it could keep a fleet of scrappers in business for a year.

I guided us through the opening and into a small docking bay, illuminated with two dim yellow lights. It was the poorest lit landing pad I had seen in all my travels. This only heightened my nerves, but I managed to set down the harpy and felt the placemags engage.

“Everyone ready?” I asked after standing but no one answered. Which served as even more of an answer.

We disembarked the ship and stepped out into the docking bay. Into the walls were carved images and words, sconces were filled with little statues and larger, more imposing iconography loomed in corners and beside doors.

“As soon as we pass through that,” I said, gesturing in the direction of the door. “We move in pairs and separate immediately. Comm only when you have to. Keep moving to your target. We’ll reconvene once we’ve all completed our missions.”

Again, nobody answered, and the moment I activated the door and we stepped out into the cavernous halls of the High Cloister, we parted ways. Lara and Clynt went right, and we went left, none of us knowing if we were headed in the correct direction.

Like the rest of the ship, it was difficult to see. Not only was everything dimly lit with candles sitting in brackets that were coated in years’ worth of melted wax, but wearing a mask also made it that much harder to see what we were doing. Even though the lens on my scrapping goggles were scratched and often smeared, they were big enough that I didn’t have a hard time seeing. Looking through the mesh used to black out the eyes of this intimidating mask, I felt almost as if I was fumbling forward in the dark.

It made me wonder how Inquisitors did this all the time.

Or, maybe like Alek had said, people get used to things.

“We need to get our bearings,” the Kyrog whispered behind me.

I knew he was right, but there was nothing to give us any indication of where we were going, and it wasn’t like that ancient book had a map of the inside of the facility. So, the best thing we could do was just keep walking forward.

Eventually, I saw a frail figure in a robe that covered them from head to toe, scrubbing what appeared to be a bloodstain of the black metal floor.

“You there!” I barked in my best imitation of John Gregory.

The Inquisitorial serf looked up at me, their sunken eyes set into a face that looked like little more than skin stretched over bone. “Yes, master?”

“Which way to prisoner holding?” I demanded, thinking it better not to mince words or beat around the bush.

“Is this a test, master?” the miserable wretch asked. “I—I—I don’t know the answer.”

This person had given their life over to the Inquisition, chosen this existence because they wanted to be a part of this cause. The idea that so many people were helping in the facilitation of this reign of terror, but also that they suffered for it, was difficult to parse. Though, I supposed, they would think that all the work I did and how I risked my life for an AI was madness.

“Then you have failed,” I intoned.

The poor thing cowered, wringing his hands and muttering apologies. I wanted to tell him to get to a lifepod, get out of here, and save himself, but I was playing a character and knew that I couldn’t blow my cover like that.

Rather than continuing to ask pointless questions, the two of us turned our backs on the cloaked figure who returned to their work. We continued forward, marching with determination in some direction for some reason.

Just getting where we needed to go was going to be a chore since we didn’t know where the prisoners were being held in this facility as large as a city, and even once we had them, we had to get back to a ship and get out of here.

Thinking about the reality of our situation was so daunting that it seemed wise just to focus on the task before us. That was just finding where the prisoners were and getting there.

It wasn’t long before we reached a crossroads where four corridors met. Unlike the structures designed by artificial intelligences, this very human construct was nothing but straight lines and ninety-degree angles. When we reached the juncture, I stopped.

“Which way?” Alek asked.

I didn’t answer yet; instead, I knelt and looked at the wear and scuff marks on the floor.

“When we were scrapping, Lutch taught me that one of the best ways to find the most valuable loot was to figure out where people are coming from and where they’re going. Sometimes, the most frequented places would be where you would also find the best stuff,” I explained, running my finger along the shallow divot curving around from my left to the hallway straight in front of me.

I pointed to the left. “It looks like most of the traffic is coming from here so maybe that’s some kind of hub. May not be much to go on, and I may be totally wrong, but worth a shot.”

“Worth a shot,” he echoed quietly, and in a moment, I was back on my feet, and the two of us were trooping forward.

My stomach dropped when I heard voices in the distance. It was inevitable that we were going to run into other people, but I had hoped it wouldn’t be for quite some time.

Despite my desires, an Inquisitor and her Acolyte came around a corner. The Inquisitor stopped their step for just a moment upon seeing me but then continued to walk in our direction. Their voices fell silent the moment they saw us, and as we approached, both pressed themselves against the wall to get out of our way.

“Inquisitor,” I said in a low rumble.

They both dropped their heads and she answered, “High Inquisitor.”

Now, that was an interesting revelation.

I continued forward, not stopping nor acknowledging the Inquisitor further but I continued in the direction from which she had come.

This was another reason why Whitney was protecting her collection so dearly. Not only did she possess a helmet that was nearly impossible to come by, but it was that of a High Inquisitor.

Immediately, I realized that this was going to have positive and negative ramifications. On the one hand, I would now be able to demand access to places that I might not have otherwise had access. The other side was that I was going to draw even more attention. Also, I didn’t know where this mask was from or who had previously worn it and if I came across somebody who did, the jig would almost certainly be up.

Sometimes luck was truly a double-edged sword.

When we rounded the corner the other Inquisitor had approached from, I saw precisely what I had been hoping for: a bank of elevators.

“Lutch’s pearls of wisdom continue to pay off,” Alek observed, smiling under his mask as he thought about his old friend.

We stepped up to the elevators and hit the call button, and one of the doors opened immediately. Inside, as with everywhere else, it was dark, and the walls were etched with philosophical rhetoric.

We stepped in and then I turned to look at the different floors. I squinted at the words, but they seemed to be in a language I didn’t know.

“Ned, can you—” I began, before remembering that he wasn’t with me.

Alek chuckled. “You really come to rely on him quite a lot.”

“No kidding,” I said and read the different words. Several of them sounded similar to words that I was familiar with, and the very bottom button displayed the word Carcer.

“Carcer,” I said. “You think that’s like incarcerate?”

Alek spread his arms wide in an “I don’t know” gesture. “Seems like a reasonable guess, and the bottom floors are always a good place for a dungeon.”

“Here goes nothing,” I said and pressed the button, expecting us to rocket down in the direction of, theoretically, the jail. But that was not how it happened. Rather, the box shook and began to drop slowly, the sounds of chains and gears echoing through the space.

I rolled my eyes under the mask. “You think this is being hand cranked by a bunch of those people in the robes?”

Alek snorted. “You’re joking, but I wouldn’t put it past them.”

“I’m only sort of joking,” I said as we continued to drop lower and lower into the bowels of the ship.

The elevator began to slow, and it eventually stopped at the level labeled “Tormentum.”

When the door opened, two rows of the gaunt people in robes were standing on either side of a rocket suspended on straps.

Upon seeing us, one of them bowed wordlessly and waited until the doors slid closed again and we continued our descent alone.

“This is one hell of a weird place,” I observed just before we reached the bottom floor.

“You can say that again.”

And even though I knew it was a turn of phrase, I couldn’t help but repeat, “This is one hell of a weird place.”

The doors slid open at the Carcer level and the two of us stepped out into an open room with nothing but a large wooden table at its center. Stacked atop were books and scrolls illuminated by a candelabra sitting at its center.

The man behind the table stood upon seeing us.

“High Inquisitor,” he said as I looked over his shoulder to the arched doorway with a door with thick metal bars.

“Your keys, now!” I said before I had even taken two steps in his direction.

In the low light, I could see his eyes go wide under his hood. “But, Master, that goes against protocol.”

“You speak to me about protocol?” I thundered.

Before he could answer, a miserable scream came from somewhere behind him. The sound of pain cut through me like a lance, and I stormed forward. The man took a nervous step backward in my approach, bumping into his chair.

“Your keys, now,” I repeated and held out my hand.

“But, Master⁠—”

Another shriek ripped through the space. Whatever was happening behind him was happening now.

Alek wasted no time and took three quick steps to go from where we were standing in front of the desk to behind. In one fell swoop, he raised his arms and then dropped them down on the man. The sounds of cracking bones were lost under those of another shriek from the back.

The man slumped to the ground. I hurried around to grab his keys and wasted no time in rushing over to the dungeon door.

True to form, there were several large, heavy keys on the ring, and it took a few times to find the right fit. As soon as I did, I threw the door open. We rushed down the few stairs to an arched stone room with cages along the walls.

In the center of the room was a person in a robe holding some kind of diabolical looking curved instrument while standing over the naked form of some helpless person strapped to a table.

I stalked over to them, my hand reaching down for the mace at my side. I pulled it free and activated the internal flames of the spikes. The torturer looked up at me just in time to see the spiked ball hit their face.

They were thrown back without even so much as a moment to react to what was happening, the device clattering to the floor before his body fell beside it.

Alek rushed over to examine the wounds on the back of the person on the table. When I glanced at them, the sunken face of Vince Delfina stared back. His back was crisscrossed with fresh wounds, and the rest of his body was covered in nasty marks from various implements.

The Sectoral Governor was terrified, his eyes like those of some cornered animal.

“He needs medical attention immediately,” Alek said, the hospi-gel already in hand.

“What are you?” Vince croaked.

I heard a moan from behind me. I rushed to follow the sound. Looking in one of the cages, I saw Imogen chained to a wall. She was similarly injured and squealed when she saw me approach the barred door.

“It’s Hank,” I told her. “We’re here to rescue you.”

It was almost as if she couldn’t believe it. Her face registered a combination of surprise and fear. But when I opened the door and then hurriedly unchained her, she blinked a few times, and I saw a brief moment of recognition.

“You came here for me?” she rasped as I pulled the cape from my back and threw it over her. None of her injuries were fresh, and she pulled the fabric around herself in a self-soothing motion.

“Of course we came for you,” I told her, making it clear that there was never any doubt. “And we are a team, we’ll always protect each other.”

Despite everything she had been through, she still had a light in her eyes.

“We are also going to get even with these bastards,” I told her, pleased that the Intermediary had demanded we take action because now I really wanted to.

She reached out and took my hand, using it for support while we exited the cage and walked over to where Alek was applying the gel to Vince’s back. I tossed the Kyrog the keys and he freed the man from the shackles that secured him to the table.

“Are there any others here?” I asked but Vince didn’t speak.

It was Imogen who answered. “They killed the other prisoners in front of us when we first arrived. John Gregory wanted us to know that we were going to be their only priority. He comes to watch what they do. Sometimes he doesn’t even ask us questions or demand anything. He just watches.”

Alek helped Vince up, providing the politician with his cloak but draping it delicately over his now healing back.

He continued to say nothing, but his whole body pulled inward, and Imogen threw herself against my side when we heard footsteps coming down the stairs.

“What is the meaning of this?” John Gregory demanded as he entered the room to see two Inquisitors freeing his prisoners.
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I moved Imogen behind me and then stepped forward, allowing him to see me.

The Inquisitor stared in utter confusion at what he was seeing. “High Inquisitor.”

“Low Inquisitor,” I snarled, making sure to accentuate the first word.

“These are my prisoners!” he stated, his face pulled into an enraged scowl.

I took another step forward. “These are prisoners of the Inquisition. They do not belong to you so step aside.”

His eyes flashed to the floor where the body of the torturer lay in a pool of blood.

“I demand to know why you killed these men,” he said, but I felt like he was grasping at straws. Though I didn’t know Inquisition rules from a hole in the ground, I was certainly willing to pull guesses out of my ass.

“You have no authority to make any demands of me, and if you question any further, you’ll end up like one of them,” I stated, and I watched as the wheels in the man’s mind turned.

He was a loyal servant of the Inquisition, but he would also do anything to keep these two prisoners. His hand slowly began to move toward the hilt of his sword.

“Don’t be a fool, Gregory,” I stated. “If you use that weapon, I will be well within my right to strike you down where you stand.”

“I don’t mean to question your authority, High Inquisitor,” he said, eyes red with anger in the low torchlight of the dungeon. “But I cannot allow you to take these prisoners.”

Just then, the entire facility shuddered.

“In case you didn’t feel that, just wanted to let y’all know that things are startin’ up here,” Clynt said in my earpiece.

“What was that?” John Gregory said, his eyes flashing around. “Who are you? I invoke the writ of identification.”

I took another step toward him, my hand gripping the mace. Imogen clutched my back, and Vince had moved behind Alek’s massive form.

“Answer me or be prepared to defend yourself,” John Gregory said, and he could obviously tell that something was amiss. Any one of these things was suspicious on their own, but he was not foolish enough to believe that some High Inquisitor just appeared, killed their own people, and rescued these folks while elsewhere something was damaging the ship.

He pulled his sword free, and it instantly glowed to life, waves of heat radiating from the shaft as it began to glow.

“Hank!” Imogen squeaked in terror, cowering behind me.

At that, John Gregory laughed. It was a cold, nasty sound that was born of a place of pure wickedness. The man was obviously a sociopath who had found a cause that allowed him to be a serial killer and now, as he grinned with his eyes fixated on me, he looked like the embodiment of evil.

“I should have known,” he said, lifting his blade in my direction. “Only Scrapper Twenty-Seven would be foolish enough to come all the way here just to die. Just to see his cause destroyed and just to know that I, once and for all, have destroyed everything he holds dear.”

“I thought your whole deal was that you were trying to keep the people of this universe safe, and yet every time we meet, you are killing people,” I said, taking another step toward him and sliding the handle of the mace into my hands.

“The death of those who would work with the artificial, lay with the inorganic or become one with the machine is righteousness embodied,” he said. “I have to kill, but I only do so to save. This universe is coming apart at the seams, and I am the tailor who keeps it together.”

Alek reached his arm in front of himself and slid the series of interlocking scales down from his wrist guard that turned them into gigantic metal boxing gloves.

The ship shook again.

“What are you fools doing?” John Gregory demanded.

I smiled. “The one thing your kind can’t defend against.”

He looked as though he were about to speak, but before he could, I charged. The moment I did, Alek rushed forward as well. Though we had hoped to take the Inquisitor unawares, he was one of the most proficient fighters I had ever seen in my life and was ready for us.

Alek was able to clear the distance between us first, and Gregory danced easily out of the way, avoiding the crushing blow of the metal fist and swinging nimbly with the sword.

The internal flame cut through fabric and would have removed Alek’s foot had he not already had a peg leg. But the Kyrog couldn’t compensate in time and went careening forward, then slammed to the ground and shook the room.

As I rushed forward, Imogen grabbed Vince, then pulled him back behind the torture table and away from the action.

By the time I reached the Inquisitor, he was ready for me and deflected the first swing of my mace, sparks shooting everywhere.

When I attacked again, he easily parried the blow, having put the sword in just one hand. With the other, he pulled out my spear. When he activated it, the telescoping shaft shot up at the same moment the blade activated.

I had to leap aside to not be impaled as the blade shot out at me.

Alek was back up but when he hopped toward Gregory, the Inquisitor struck out with his sword, the weapon sparking against his armor and throwing the massive man back. Alek was big and strong and had trained as a soldier, but he was also older and out of practice. The fights we had with street toughs were nothing like going blow for blow with a man like John Gregory.

I swung at him again, bearing down on him at the mace.

He threw the spear up to meet it and jabbed at me with the sword. It caught a bit of my robe, and I could smell the burning fabric. I jumped back before quickly patting down the flaming clothes, but I didn’t have time to finish as Gregory was on me again in a moment.

He was ruthless in his attack and struck at me again and again. Sparks rained down on me as he pressed the attack, driving me back. I was able to stop the onslaught, but with each blow, his ferocity seemed to grow.

He wanted to hurt me.

Wanted to kill me.

Wanted to halt all the work I had done here and now.

He looked like a rabid dog on the attack. I blocked and blocked. And over the Inquisitor’s shoulder, I saw Alek getting up once again. He pulled a piece of the brick façade free. Gregory must have seen my look because he turned just in time and smashed the stone apart with a slash of his sword.

I took the opportunity to attack, swinging the mace sidelong at his head.

The glowing spikes streaked the air, but his forearm came up to deflect the blow.

Bone cracked, and the smell of seared flesh punched my nose.

He grunted in pain, the spear falling from his clutches.

Another chunk of rock flew through the air and again erupted in a torrent of heated chunks. The second after the rock had burst, he was swinging the sword at me. I attempted to pull the mace from his forearm, but he swung with the motion so that it didn’t come free and exposed my upper body.

I moved my head just in time to keep my neck from being sliced through, but the blade slammed against my mask. The Inquisition made their armor out of some rare compound that keeps the eternal flame from penetrating them, but the heat and force still slammed me back.

I held on to the handle of the mace like a vice grip, knowing that it was the only thing separating me from death.

The mesh in the eye sockets of the mask melted and fell away as John Gregory stepped toward me, framed by dripping metal.

Then I heard it. A sound I had been expecting but still couldn’t believe was coming from a speaker against the far wall of the room.

“A self-destruct sequence has been initiated,” Bard’s voice announced. “For your safety, please evacuate to a lifepod now.”

“What have you done?” the Inquisitor said, an anger on his face like I had never seen before.

I lifted the mace. “Finishing this.”

A rock flew through the air at the same moment that I struck out.

His blade was fast, but not fast enough. The stone exploded again, but Gregory wasn’t able to slice back down in time.

The mace stuck his chest in another burst of sparks, and he staggered back.

One more chunk of stone hurtled across the room, and this time there was nothing he could do to stop it. It shattered against his back and threw him toward me.

With all my might, I swung the mace, but he intercepted it with the sword, and the two were locked for just a moment.

Then I saw it.

A graceful blur of red and yellow.

The heated edge of the spear moved like a warm knife through butter in a fluid motion.

But the butter was the neck of Inquisitor John Gregory.

The pressure of his sword against my mace ceased immediately and the lifeless body collapsed to the ground. His head rolled away, still staring at me with hatred in his eyes.

“You taught me that,” Imogen said to the remains of her former master.

She looked at me then with a hint of satisfaction under a stone-cold seriousness. Her eyes flicked down to the spear.

“I believe this is yours,” she said, telescoping the shaft back down and then handing it to me.

“A self-destruct sequence has been initiated,” Bard’s voice said again. “For your safety, please evacuate to a lifepod now.”

“We have to go,” I announced and turned to look at Vince behind me. His eyes were vacant and lost, so I hurried over to him. “Come with me. We’ll get you home.”

His eyes drifted down and locked on me. After a few quick blinks, he followed. Imogen was over by Alek.

“Come on, big guy,” she said, offering a hand to help him up. It probably made things more difficult for him because he wanted to avoid pulling her to the ground, but Alek was never one to refuse a kind gesture and he wrapped his hand around her forearm to heave himself up.

He hopped over to the table at the center of the room. After examining it for a moment, he gripped the corner and then pulled, splintering a massive chunk of wood off, which he then propped up under his armpit as a crutch.

“Leaving now, we’ll meet you at the ship,” I comm’d to Lara and Clynt.

The response was almost immediate. “Negative,” Lara said, her voice strained. “Every ship was taken almost immediately after the first announcement went out. Make your way to a lifepod.”

“Copy that,” I said and relayed the information to the others.

Vince seemed not to hear, but Imogen nodded gravely.

The four of us hurried as rapidly as possible, given everything that had happened, and squeezed into the elevator.

My hand hovered over the controls as I tried to figure out what was what. Without wasting a beat, Imogen pressed the button for the next floor up.

“I know where we're going,” she said. “I was forced to study schematics of every ship in the Inquisition fleet and quizzed all the time about even the most obscure inner workings. I know how to get us out of here.”

The moment the door slid open, she was moving. Without hesitation, the bruised and battered young woman wrapped in a cape led us up one hallway and then down another.

The entire facility shook again, but for much longer this time, and we had to throw our hands up and steady ourselves against the wall to keep moving.

“A self-destruct sequence has been initiated. For your safety, please evacuate to a lifepod now.”

I turned back and looked over my shoulder at Alek. “Is there usually a countdown with these kinds of things?”

He, like everybody else in our company, wasn’t in the mood for the comment that I couldn’t help but make. And I might have made another one if it weren’t for the growing din in the distance. I heard frantic voices and shouting.

When we came around another corner, we had to stop. The wide corridor with lifepods on either side was full with what appeared to be hundreds of robed figures.

There was one Inquisitor at the far side of the throng, shouting and barking orders.

“You will all line up in order of duty and I will assess who will be made a priority for boarding!” they shouted.

“Forget this,” Alek said and pushed past us, gaining speed and moving forward.

“Everyone out of our way!” he bellowed, and all eyes were on him in an instant. The vision of a wounded Kyrogi Inquisitor was enough to make everybody cower and move out of the way, but those that couldn’t were pushed aside as he elbowed his way over to the nearest lifepod.

We followed quickly, and he cranked the door open. This would normally have an electronic system, but these pods, because they were constructed by people so technologically averse, were all manual. He swung the door open, allowing us to squeeze in.

There was hardly enough room for the three of us, but once Alek joined us in the cylindrical capsule, we were pressed against one another. I was at the front, and I grabbed the control sticks, not knowing how well they would work but figuring that I had to try.

The moment Alek sealed the door behind him, a light in the pod turned red, and I glanced around quickly to check that everybody was ready to go. But every single one of them was lost in their own thoughts, and Alek’s mask gave me nothing to go on, so I slammed my fist down on the release.

The pod decoupled, and the engine rumbled to life. Looking through the little view window at the front, I shifted the sticks to see how much it would respond. It was very small. When all was said and done, we were heading to whatever that big green planet in the distance was.

But that didn’t matter. Ned would come for us as soon as we landed.

I turned back and looked at Imogen and Vince.

We had done it. We had somehow managed to board the Inquisition’s fortress and save our people. For that matter, we had also destroyed the fortress.

Imogen reached out, placed her hand on Vince’s, and gave it a little squeeze.

“I did it,” she said, almost to herself. “After all this time. I was the one who finally ended it.”

None of us spoke, and I was happy to let her take in the moment. She looked up at me.

“Hank,” she said as I pulled the Inquisition mask from my head. “I’ll never be able to thank you for this. But I can start with this—the moment we are back on the Buzzard, I can take you to Codename: Extinction.”
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Epilogue

Horatio Snubb paced around his office.

The beautiful space filled with family heirlooms and paintings of Horatio with horses might as well have not been there for all he was paying attention to at the moment.

“Sir,” his Chief of Staff, Leonard, said upon entering the room. “They are ready for you.”

“I’m not ready,” he barked back.

Horatio stepped back over to his oak desk in the middle of the oval room. He picked up the glass he had been sipping at, but this time, he drowned what was left.

“And you are sure the other two can’t get here?”

Sully shook his head. “They are both en route to Emortium from their home Sectors, but the people need to hear from you now. And the Parliamentarians are nervous. They think that if something like that can happen to the High Cloister, it can happen here as well. This is what you were elected for.”

Horatio balled his fist.

“I wasn’t elected for this!” he snapped back. “I was elected to the Triumvirate because of who my family are. You and I both know that if my mother hadn’t been a member, I never would’ve been. I didn’t even want to.”

He finally said the words aloud that everyone whispered behind his back.

Nepotism made most of the careers here but his was worse than most and he knew it. For all his many, many problems, delusions about himself were not among them.

But he had never admitted it, and certainly not to his staff before.

“Sir,” Leonard said. The old man’s tone was serious. “It doesn’t matter how you got here. What matters is what you do now that you have the position. Your mother had moments of doubt and trepidation, of fear and uncertainty…”

Horatio was listening but not hearing the man as he continued to speak.

“But it was those moments that defined her career. When she rose to meet the challenges in front of her, she became the person in that painting.”

Horatio looked up at the artistic rendering of his mother holding the reins of the Emortium Thoroughbred. Even just looking at the picture left the smell of horseshit in his nose. Horatio hated the animals. Being equestrians was something his entire lineage was known for, but if he never had to see one of the beasts again for as long as he lived, he could die happy.

Leonard took a step closer, tapping on the speech in his hand.

“This will be one of those defining moments for you.”

Horatio doubted that. Every time he gave a speech, the redtops ripped him apart and gave him cruel nicknames that stuck.

But he looked at the painting of his mother again, feeling the pang of guilt and knowing what he had to do. He didn’t want to, knew he would do it poorly and be mocked for it, and resented having to, but he would do it.

“Okay,” he said, snatching the paper out of Leonard’s hand. The two men walked down the hall and into the press room where flashbulbs popped like an endless lightning storm.

Horatio stepped up to the podium and began to speak. As usual, he flubbed a few words and couldn’t quite nail the intonation he was going for. But his speechwriters had done an admirable job, and now the universe would know what had happened. Or, at least, the version he wanted them to.

When the speech was over, he refused to answer any questions and made a quick exit.

When he was back in his office, he closed the doors and told his staff that he needed a few minutes.

He wandered behind his desk and then flopped into the chair. After pouring himself another drink, he looked at his computer and saw the flashing symbol that always sent a chill down his spine.

Even though he didn’t want to—no, hated to—he clicked the accept button, and the sheets of encryption code filled his screen for a moment before it went entirely blank and the voice emanated from his computer.

“Good job. But our work is only just beginning.”
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Amazon won’t always tell you about the next release. To stay updated on this series, be sure to sign up for our spam-free email list at jnchaney.com.

Hank will return in Hunting Extinction, available on Amazon.
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Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the awesomely active Facebook group, “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”

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
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