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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.
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“Please help us,” the comm system crackled again, and I fired the thrusters to send us in the direction of the distress call, the blip of the other ship showing on the Buzzard’s screens.

“You know it’s a trap, right?” said Lara, my old friend turned famed bounty hunter.

Glancing over at her, I smirked. “Wanna bet?”

“That’s a bad bet,” said Alek from the custom seat we had installed in the cockpit to accommodate the massive size of his species. As a man who had spent the last several years working as a bartender and mob doc for a local gangster, Alek had as much reason as anyone to mistrust everyone.

“I think it’s a good bet,” I asserted again with a confidence I didn’t truly feel. Though I was hopeful that we would answer the call and actually do some good, I had my doubts too.

“Then you’re an idiot,” Ned’s voice said through the ship’s speaker system. The AI didn’t mince words and I wasn’t surprised that I had elicited this reaction from him.

“So, what do I get when it is, actually, a group of people who needs help?” I asked, my words confident to the point of sounding arrogant.

Everyone groaned and grunted in perfectly proportional irritation at my words.

“If you’re right, you can get a kiss from Lara,” Ned offered, and I could hear the shit-eating grin programmed into his affect.

“Gross, and what are you, twelve?” Lara snapped at the AI. “If you win, Hank, you can get a smooch from the Kyrog.”

Alek laughed, and the baritone sound caused the room to vibrate and creak. The Buzzard was an old scrapping ship that had fallen into disrepair in the years before I discovered Ned. My life on the run from the government since being discovered harboring an illegal technology hadn’t helped matters. And the Buzzard only took more damage when I became a bounty hunter.

Though I had put some of my bounty earnings into repairs, the old vessel still needed a lot more work before she would be up to… well, even pretty low standards. But meager shields and weapons had gotten us this far, and more than anything, she was the one thing that I still had from my adoptive father, Lutch.

“Come on back here, Hank. I’ll make good on the bet right now,” he said, still laughing, and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.

“Loser cooks dinner,” I offered, and Lara nodded.

“Shit deal for me,” Ned stated. “Because I don’t have a mouth… or body.”

“It’s a bad deal for all of us,” Alek piled on. “Having to eat Hank’s cooking should be what we get if we lose.”

All three of them laughed at that.

“Oh, har har,” I said, letting out a long sigh.

“Seriously, you are the only person I know who could mess up a three-ingredient sandwich,” Lara mocked.

Alek started to speak but was cut off by the comm system transmitting again.

“Please, is there someone there?” the weak voice from the other end inquired.

“Yes,” I answered in my most authoritative tone. “This is Hunter Spears, and I’m here to help. Relay your location, and we will aid in whatever way you need.”

This brought more groans from everyone in the cockpit.

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” the woman said, and a set of nearby coordinates flashed on the screen.

Lara clutched her hands together theatrically and held them to her chest. “Oh, thank you, thank you,” she mocked, batting her eyelashes.

“You’re all going to feel like a bunch of jerks when it turns out these are real people who need actual help,” I said.

Lara just rolled her eyes. To say she was jaded was an understatement. The orphan who had been plucked off the industrial planet of Bussel to be trained as a bounty hunter was nothing if not skeptical of everyone and everything. Her training had taught her that no one was to be trusted and everyone should be viewed as a threat.

So, where I saw a potential person in need, she saw a trap. Unfortunately, everyone else I traveled with seemed to agree with her. Or at least three out of four of them. I had yet to discover the philosophical beliefs of the Inquisitorial Acolyte we had in the brig in the belly of the Buzzard.

I tilted the Buzzard and thrusted us toward the location of the ship in distress. It wasn’t long before a blip appeared on our sensors and then the medium, turkey-class starship appeared through the window in front of us, floating lifelessly in space.

I grinned. “It doesn’t even have weapons,” I said, sounding almost giddy.

“Is that you?” the voice asked.

“That’s us,” I affirmed. “What seems to be the problem?”

The woman exhaled angrily into the comm. “Well, someone didn’t put enough fuel into the ship before we left port, and we washed out of our gyre tube here.”

I could just imagine that “someone” was sitting beside her as she admonished them by talking with me.

“You just need a barrel to get to your next destination?” I asked.

“Right, all they need is a handout,” Lara said. “And once we dock with them, the weapons come out.”

I sighed in an exaggerated show of exhaustion with her attitude. “Okay, I get it, you guys all have your doubts. Only one way to find out.”

We approached the window at the front of the aging, conoid ship. They must have seen us too because a man, woman, and two bored looking but scared teenagers waved at us with varying levels of enthusiasm.

“Oh,” I heard Lara say and figured that would be as close as I got to an admission of defeat.

“Yeah, oh,” I confirmed and then fired up the comms again. “Ready your airlock, and we will deliver a barrel.”

I turned to tell Alek to pull some fuel for them, but he was already pulling his straps free so he could do just that. And before I could even tell him to, Ned was activating the airlock bridge, the clanking and clunking sounds of the mechanisms activating filling the Buzzard.

“I’ll bring us in,” Ned informed me, taking over the ship’s controls and piloting us around the side of the dead ship.

As the two vessels pulled alongside one another, a voice crackled in. Or two voices, as it were. “Thank you,” the teens said, obviously being instructed to do so by the woman I assumed to be their mother since they all had similar facial features and nearly the exact same hair style: an awkward looking blond bowl cut.

The ships were almost in contact, the magnets flipping into position to join the extending tunnels, and the world around us grew bright as three ships washed out of their gyre tubes and into the space behind the turkey.

The three vessels were long and narrow with weapon emplacements at the front and rear and two bulbous cockpits that looked like insect eyes at the front. Along the sides, black and yellow painted striations streaked the ships, completing the look.

“Wasps,” Alek grunted from the doorway, having turned back when the new ships appeared.

“What are Wasps?” Ned asked. “And spare me the part where you say they are predatory insects of the apocrita order or some bullshit.”

“No one was going to say that,” I told him.

“Wasps are a pirate fleet,” Lara explained. “While there are independent operators like our friend Captain Conche, they are also more organized.”

“The Consortium should put a stop to piracy,” Ned observed with a sincerity that made him sound more naïve than I knew him to be.

“The Consortium should do a lot of things,” Lara said before our comms opened and the Wasp captain filled the screen.

“This is our loot now,” the woman said, her face streaked with yellow and black stripes like warpaint. She had a hard look and the tone of someone who was looking for a fight.

But I didn’t want to engage her if I could avoid it. Though I had no qualms about taking down a bunch of pirates who preyed on the weak, I had no interest in starting a firefight with a dead ship full of innocent people in between us.

“There’s no loot here, just some people in need of assistance,” I stated firmly, watching the pirate’s face as I spoke.

She didn’t outright roll her eyes at me, but her brows pinched, and a pitying smirk crossed her face.

“How about this,” she said, her words hissing out like a snake. “You just mosey along and let us answer this distress call. You don’t have to think about this again, and you get to leave here with your hide.”

“I am Hunter Spears of the Conclave, and I was here first,” I thundered into the comms, uninterested in this woman’s threats anymore. “Leave here now and live to see another day, or stay and I’ll collect the open bounty on your pitiful ships.”

While I spoke, I communicated with Ned using a coded series of taps on the flight console, telling him to get ready to fly. I might have been talking a big game, but engaging with three enemy craft at once was… well, “risky” doesn’t even begin to do it justice.

“How about this,” she began again. “Leave here, or I blow this loot to smithereens and then come for you.”

I hadn’t wanted to do this.

My hope had been that we could somehow negotiate with these Wasps, but that was just not in the cards.

I shot a quick look at Lara, and she nodded before reaching down and grabbing the release on the side of her chair. Alek stepped into the cockpit and out of the way of the track between where we were and the gunner’s nests.

I tapped a message to Ned, and he took over control, activating the starboard thrusters and sending the Buzzard flipping left. As soon as we were clear of the turkey, the micro missile battery under us began firing, the stream of small projectiles streaking through space.

The pirate captain took evasive actions, but it was too late, and Ned’s targeting systems were too good. Dozens of explosions tore into the front of the Wasp captain’s ship before she even had time to activate her shields. The comms went dead as the narrow craft was ripped apart.

At the same moment, Lara and I released the chairs we were sitting in from the clamps holding them in place, and both of them hurtled down the tracks set into the floor of the Buzzard toward the small pods on the sides of the ship where we could shoot from. As Ned piloted us and controlled the weapons systems at the front, we could swivel and fire from the sides, giving us a fighting chance.

Ned could control the weapons systems as well, but his programming was designed to work in tandem with a human, so Ned was at his best when working together with us.

Of course, it helped that we were always going up against other organic beings. Humans and all the other species of the universe gauged input based on their senses and had reaction times.

Ned, as an outlawed computer system, had no reaction time to speak of and could calculate distances, trajectory, velocity, and all the other factors needed to understand ship-to-ship space combat with processor precision.

Of course, the only problem with this was that our opponents would sometimes make unpredictable decisions. A computer could guess what someone would do to the best of its ability but could not predict behavior perfectly.

And that’s where I came in.

Lara and I opened fire on the other two ships as Ned thrust us forward, trying to lure our enemies away from the turkey sitting dead in space.

It worked. Both Wasp craft turned to pursue us, our burst of fire erupting harmlessly against their activated shields.

I had hoped that losing their leader would’ve thrown them and made them easy targets, but these pirates were no fools and broke in two directions, leaving us to pick one to follow, and undoubtedly, one to be followed by.

“I got our back,” Lara informed us, and I felt the reverberation as she rattled off a few shots at the Wasp on our tail.

Meanwhile, Ned was closing in on the one in front of us, and I gripped the controls, trying to get them in our crosshairs. But just as I was getting the shot lined up, a hatch near their rear opened, and a dozen buzz mines were ejected into space.

The crude explosives were so named because of the electronic hum they gave off when activated, and they were famous for tearing ships apart; both the ones they were being used against as well as the ones they were packed within.

But these were now filling the space in front of us, arrowing in our direction.

I opened fire and tried to detonate them from afar. The missiles collided with one and burst it on impact.

Ned slowed us quickly, dropping us out of the line of the mines by giving our pursuer time to close in on us. I felt the shaking and heard the burst of enemy missiles against our rear shields.

As we thrusted away from the mines, one was just out in front of us, and I felt a smile cross my face.

The Buzzard was designed for scrappers salvaging old wrecks, and while it had weapons, its primary design was as a tool. From where I was sitting, I could not only control the guns, but also one of the two extending arms designed for pulling away debris.

I was not all that experienced with the weapons (though I was getting more of that by the day), but I was well practiced with the arms. It was one of the first jobs that Lutch let me do as a child that I deemed really cool at the time.

So, I switched the controls in an instant and swung the arm out from its resting place along the side of the ship.

“What are you doing?” Ned demanded, but my focus drowned out the sound of his words.

My muscle memory allowed me to move quickly and fluidly despite the aging, decrepit features of the arm. I knew when it would stutter or pause and how much pressure to exert so that I was able to grip the mine without compressing any of the protuberances. The metal clamps closed around the bulbous explosive perfectly.

Sweat bubbled along my hairline when the pincers clamped down hard enough on the mine to move it. I swiveled the controls. The arm pulled the mine through space like a pitcher going through their motion, and when I was facing the rear of the ship, I opened the release.

The mine flew free and rocketed toward the pursuing Wasp. They tried to correct but were too close, and as they turned, the thing detonated against the shields. In a moment, the protective barrier was ripped apart, and the eye-shaped cockpits beneath were shredded.

“Now, that was badass,” Ned cheered, swinging the Buzzard around in the direction of the one remaining Wasp.

The enemy ship shifted, turned away from us, and accelerated.

“No!” I yelled as I watched what they did next.
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A river of micro missiles erupted out of the front of the Wasp ship and streaked the space in front of them like yellow lighting.

All I could do was watch in horror as the ship full of civilians was peppered with the small explosive rounds. At first, there seemed to be no reaction, but when the oxygen within ignited, the vessel exploded from the inside out, and pieces of the civilian craft fired out in different directions through space to float ad infinitum.

The family within, who had done nothing more than activate a distress call, were wiped from the universe in an instant, and I stared at the back of the Wasp ship with a hatred I had not experienced in a long time.

These pirates had killed innocent people for no other reason than as a distraction or vengeance for what they saw as our assault on their people. Whatever the reason, they had just made a grave mistake and would pay for it.

Ned, undoubtedly feeling the same way I was, accelerated the Buzzard, sending us rocketing through space at maximum speed toward the slender enemy ship. Even though we were at such a distance that they could easily avoid my missiles, I began firing at them.

Lara held her fire, waiting for us to get closer, but I continued to rattle shots until I heard the alarm call up, alerting me that the weapon was overheating and I let off the trigger.

The smaller ship was fast and getting away from us, continuing into the black of space and away from the wreckage of the destroyed craft, now little more than scrap.

With the alarm blaring, I pressed the trigger and fired more micro missiles uselessly into space until I felt the weapon system lock.

“I’m not going to let you waste any more ammunition,” Ned informed me solemnly. “I know you’re angry, but there is nothing you can do at this range.”

“But,” I began, and then as quickly as they had arrived, the Wasp ship opened a gyre and disappeared to some distant location.

“Damnit!” I snarled, slamming a hand against the controls.

“I’m sorry, Hank,” Ned offered quietly. “But we should get the registration signalers off the ships.”

“Hey,” Lara yelled from the other gunner's spot. “We should get the registration signalers off the Wasps so we can collect the open bounties on them.”

I stared out the window as Ned turned the ship in the direction of the destroyed vessels, anger and misery coursing through me.

I had felt almost nothing the first time I killed someone. The bounty hunter who had been sent after me had deserved his fate, and I was happy to see it delivered. But even though I hadn’t been the one to destroy the civilian ship, I also hadn’t been able to protect the people within. And that, that was sitting heavy on my soul.

Ned piloted us toward each destroyed Wasp ship, taking control of the robotic arm and plucking the signaler out of the wreckage.

This had been my profession for most of my life. Having been a scrapper, grabbing parts of ships out of space or off the surfaces of planets had been my livelihood. But I had hardly ever thought about the people who had left those ships behind.

Occasionally, when I would find a letter or picture, I would consider the life of the person who had previously occupied whatever the scrap was, but it was only ever a fleeting thought.

Now, I was faced with the reality of the job in a new way.

The scrap that had been left behind had belonged to someone. There had been a person: human, Kyrog, Vekrass, or some other species who had left the thing behind for me to find. It had never felt personal.

Now, as I grabbed the registration signalers from the starships and then tucked them into the scrap lock, all I could think about was the people who had called for help before being destroyed for no good reason.

“What’s going on in that brain of yours?” Lara asked, having stepped into the doorway as I was lost in thought.

My head rolled toward her, and I fixed her with a gaze. “They killed those people,” I said through gritted teeth.

Lara nodded. Her face was sympathetic, but I could tell she wasn’t feeling what I was. “They did.”

“For no good reason.”

She nodded again, folding her arms across her chest and leaning one shoulder on the door frame. “For no good reason.”

“As long as there are people who are looking for an edge, there will always be civilian casualties,” Ned noted, trying to be helpful. But it wasn’t what I wanted to hear at the moment.

“I know you have a certain way of seeing the world, but it’s not always in line with mine,” I said, putting it mildly and really just wanting to go and find the Wasp ship and wipe it from the universe.

“Hank,” Lara said seriously. “I know you are upset, and it sucks that those people died, but also, we didn’t know them. We met them ten minutes ago, and if we hadn’t happened to be here to get the distress call, we would never have known they existed. I imagine a lot of people died in the last hour, but we can’t worry about all of them. It’s a hard time and a hard universe, and we have to do the best we can for ourselves. I appreciate that you want to look out for others, but, to put it bluntly, they also need to look out for themselves.”

“Lutch was like this, too,” Alek put in from somewhere behind Lara. “He always wanted to do good where he could. Weren’t many options for a Kyrog scrapper in a pit-stop corner of the universe, but he was the type of guy who would always help an old lady across the street.

“Hank, he’d be happy to know that you were trying to help some innocent people stranded in space, but he would also tell you not to beat yourself up for the actions of lunatics that you can’t control. Just because we were nearby when it happened doesn’t mean that it was our fault.”

“I think he’s just frustrated that we couldn’t protect the innocent,” Ned offered.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, unbuckling myself and then standing. “You’re right that I need to toughen up and learn the ways of the universe a bit better. I guess I just like the idea of putting some good out there, and instead we are walking away with a registration signaler that we have to send to the family of these people.”

I pushed past Lara and Alek, heading straight for the common area, where I opened the fridge and pulled out one of the Bussel Brews I now kept fully stocked on the Buzzard. By the time I had closed the door to the fridge, I had gulped down half the bottle, pausing only long enough to take a breath, before finishing it and pulling out a second.

After kicking closed the door and causing all the contents to rattle, I flopped down on the circular couch and exhaled deeply.

“Thanks for offering us one,” Lara said sarcastically. She walked over and slapped my feet off of the couch to clear a space for herself. She could easily have sat in any of the free spots but wanted to make a show of her actions.

“Those kids will never even know what a beer tastes like,” I said, unable to shake the image of the family waving at us when we first answered their distress call.

Alek made his way to the cockpit, leaving me and my oldest friend to speak for a moment. She reached out and put her hand on my knee.

“It’s admirable, really,” she said. “Seeing you like this helps me to understand why you’re working so hard to track down whatever Codename: Extinction is.”

“If we hadn’t shown up, they might’ve been robbed instead of killed,” I said miserably.

Lara pulled the hair tie from her ponytail and let her hair fall free. Rubbing her scalp, she said, “Sure, that’s true. Or they might have still been blown up. Or they might have been taken prisoner. Or they might’ve been robbed and then left to die of asphyxiation when their oxygen ran out. We don’t know.”

“I suppose you have a point,” I allowed. “I guess it’s just my nature to go for the one that blames myself.”

“Well, without putting too fine a point on it, don’t,” she said. “There’ll be plenty of things that we can all blame you for before this is all over, but you can’t mope because some guy didn’t stop at a refueling station. It’s not your fault. It’s not any of our fault. You want to blame someone, blame the Wasp pirates.”

“I do,” I said. “And if we ever see any of their ships again, you better believe I’m gonna want to collect some bounties.”

“Zenobia will be thrilled to hear that,” Lara said with a slight smile. Our Falconer had been trying to get us to take more bounties every time we saw her and spend less time running off on missions for Ned.

“That’s something, anyway,” I said.

“Speaking of villains,” Lara said, her ham-fisted segue making it obvious what she was about to ask me. “What can we do about the Inquisitor in the brig?”

This had been the question on all of our minds since we rescued Imogen Hush from her life as an inquisitorial acolyte. Not that Lara believed for one second that we actually had rescued the young woman.

My friend was of the mind that the girl was a plant who was learning our ways and trying to take advantage of our kindness.

We hadn’t traveled with her for a long time, but I believed that Imogen hated the inquisitorial life and genuinely wanted to escape from it. Both her words and actions had indicated that she was being honest when she asked us to take her away from Inquisitor John Gregory, the man who had been hunting me and Ned. But Lara was having none of it. She wanted me to throw the girl out an airlock and be done with it.

“She’s not an Inquisitor,” I corrected. “And I still don’t know what we're going to do. The one thing I do know is that she’s been helping Ned translate some of the coded messages from the Old War shipping manifests we found.”

“That’s all well and good,” Lara began, her tone turning angry. Though she had started this conversation trying, in her own way, to help me with what I was processing, that moment had obviously come and gone, and we were back to the discussion we had been having since I brought Imogen aboard.

“But she suggested that she would give us access to her political connections, and I haven’t heard anything about that since,” Lara continued. “Does she think that we're just gonna trust her because she dangled a carrot in front of our noses?”

I took another sip of my beer and then rubbed the back of my neck. “She said that she’s happy to share more information with us when we let her out of the brig, and that while she understands why we're doing it, she also isn’t inclined to help us as long as she feels like she’s our prisoner.”

“Give me five minutes with her, and I’ll get her to talk,” Lara said, and she meant it.

“I’m over here miserable about the fact that we couldn’t protect a family of innocent people, and you’re talking about torturing somebody to get information,” I pointed out. “How did you think that was going to go?”

“Nobody said torture,” she snapped back. “Might I remind you that Kilara Vex is one of the most feared bounty hunters in the universe, and I didn’t get that reputation by playing nice. I’ve been doing things your way since we reconnected, but sometimes your soft touch is a weakness.”

“I can do what I have to when the moment calls for it,” I said, sitting up and pointing a finger. “I just don’t go around looking for excuses to hurt people.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, and I could see the anger building within her. To say Lara had a temper would be a massive understatement. When she was a kid, the slightest thing could set her off, and that had remained true.

“I don’t seek it out,” she hissed. “But I see the world for what it is and treat it that way. It’s cute that you see the good in people, but it’s also stupid. Believing that people aren’t just looking out for themselves every minute of every day is foolish. Nobody is genuinely altruistic; everybody has an angle.”

“That’s not true,” I said, sincerely believing my words. “I genuinely want to do good, to make this universe a better place.”

“I believe that you do, but I also believe that you have your own reasons for doing it. It isn’t just that you want to do good. It’s that you want to do good to make your daddy proud. And to prove that you’re more than just a scrapper. And something tells me that if you become some kind of hero along the way, you’re not going to mind that either.”

Sometimes, it really sucked traveling with someone who knew me as intimately as Lara did. Even though we had been disconnected for a long stretch of time, her having known me as a child and again now as an adult, meant that she had a frustratingly good sense of who I was as a person.

“If you’re doing good, what difference does it make why?” I asked. “A bunch of the companies around the universe are fundamentally evil and attempt to make up for it by donating to just causes. That money spends just as good.”

“But you’re making my point,” she said, looking at me pityingly. “Those companies might help people on an impoverished planet here or rescue the wildlife of some planet there, but it’s all just a PR stunt. It’s them trying to distract from how they pay their employees, or the working conditions they provide, or the damage they’re doing to their home planet. It’s not true good, it’s corrupted good.”

I realized that the two of us could have this conversation forever and that we would probably never see eye to eye so it was time to move on. Plus, even though her question was irritating me, it also spoke to a larger point: I needed to decide what we were going to do with Imogen Hush.

I grunted and pulled myself up off the couch by the backrest.

“Where are you going?” Lara asked, obviously surprised that I was going anywhere.
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I descended into the cargo hold and over to the bathroom we had converted into a makeshift brig. Opening the door, the rusted metal shrieked, and then Imogen, the former Inquisitorial acolyte, stepped out. She was wearing my old Bussel Brews and Bruises shirt from a beer and boxing festival my father had taken me to when I was a teenager—a shirt I had subsequently used as an undershirt and occasional grease rag.

The young woman looked up at me, her face an unreadable mix of emotions. She had been happy to come aboard and escape her life in the Inquisition, but because we still didn’t know what side she was truly on, she was living miserably as our prisoner.

“You know what’s not great?” she asked me pointedly. “Being trapped in a toilet during a space battle.”

I grimaced as I thought about what she had just said.

“I guess that explains the smell,” I said, the odor emanating from both her and the door at her back burning my nostrils.

“I’m not laughing,” she said flatly and then a smile. “I wanted to thank you again for helping me. It’s not everyone who would do something like that for someone they didn’t know.”

The timing of the comment meant that it landed with more weight than it would have otherwise, and the sincere look in her big, dark eyes solidified it.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “I was happy to do it, and I’m sorry for how it has turned out for you. It’s not fair.”

“No,” she said, looking down for a moment before casting her eyes back up to mine. “But I understand it. We live in a harsh universe full of assholes, and you met me at the side of the Inquisitor. So, while I don’t like it, I do understand it.”

“Thank you,” I said, the young woman showing a surprising maturity.

“But I must ask again if you would consider letting me out of there,” she pleaded in her soft, lilting voice. “I understand your position, but I don’t want to live in a bathroom anymore. I can help you if you’ll let me. More than I am now.”

“I know you can,” I said, then I turned my back on her and crossed the cargo hold as I considered her words.

I knew she was following me, though I couldn’t hear her delicate footsteps on the metal floor.

I leaned against a container, and the heavy box shifted only slightly against my weight. I looked at Imogen. Small and exhausted, she looked a bit like the teens in the ship we couldn’t save.

That was the moment I made my choice. It might be the wrong one, but I didn’t care anymore. I was going to take a risk on doing the right thing. I hoped that no one would get hurt because of this choice, but I would rather take a gamble on kindness. And I knew Lara would be pissed but that she would have to get over it.

“Sure,” I said.

Her eyes went wide, and a cautious smile split her face. “Sure, you’ll consider it, or sure you’ll let me out of the bathroom?”

“I’ll let you out of the bathroom,” I said, and before I could add anything else, she sprinted across the space to wrap her arms around me.

It took me by surprise, and I patted her on the back once.

“You really smell like shit,” I said and couldn’t help but laugh.

Pulling away, she rolled her eyes. “Real funny.”

“I thought so.”

“Maybe I can shower, then?” she asked nervously, seemingly concerned about asking for too much.

“Sure,” I said with a smile. Now that I had made my choice, I wasn’t going to treat her like a prisoner anymore.

“Thank you,” she exclaimed. “I’ll take my robes back after, since I don’t think that the only other woman on board is going to be keen on sharing her wardrobe with me.”

I laughed at that. “I don’t think Lara is going to let you borrow her pants anytime soon.”

“What’s her problem with me, anyway?” she asked, sounding very much like an annoyed young person gossiping about a friend.

She was such an odd dichotomy.

I had known her as a hunter, a person out to kill Ned and me just for existing. But now, she seemed like just another twenty-year-old whose life had not gone exactly as they expected.

Rather than answer her question and speak for Lara, I decided to ask a question of my own. “You said that you were forced to join the Inquisition; tell me more about that.”

She looked at me in surprise. “You really want to know?”

“I do,” I answered, rolling my sleeves up to my elbows. It might be freezing in the vacuum of space, but in the cargo hold of the Buzzard with no circulation, it was outright hot.

“I—” she began, before pausing as though she was trying to figure out exactly where to start. “I was raised in a life of affluence.”

“I had no idea,” I deadpanned, and she rolled her eyes.

After looking around and finding another cargo container, she hopped up on it. “Have you ever been to Emortium?”

The question was a surprise, but I answered honestly. “Just once, and I stayed at a noodle shop by the parking lot.”

“Might as well be a no,” she said. “The planet is obsessed with political kids. If your parent is a Parliamentarian, or, like mine, a one-time member of the Triumvirate, you’re born a celebrity.

“You attend the fanciest schools, and every move you make is documented. Both by the red tops and by yourself on the feltwork,” she explained, and it really was helpful. I had a vague sense of what life was like on the capital planet, but it was so removed from my personal experience that having it laid out for me was edifying.

“People are obsessed with you, and if you wear an outfit on one day, everyone’s wearing it the next. If you go to a nightclub, it’s the hottest spot in town for a month. You are a trendsetter and an influencer, but you’re also a child. And you make choices accordingly. Or I did, anyway,” she said, looking at the floor as her mind was undoubtedly washed with memories.

“It might be stupid, but it also feels more important than anything else in the universe, and there is a pressure that comes with it. A pressure to be the coolest, to be the most interesting, or the one the other kids most want to be like,” she continued.

The slightest smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth, and she stopped speaking.

“What?”

I hadn’t thought she was paying close enough attention to me to even notice, but now that I was caught, I had to say something. “Your experience couldn’t be more different from mine. I grew up in an orphanage on Bussel, and as soon as I was adopted, I began a life of manual labor.”

“Yes, that is about as far from my life as I can imagine,” she said, looking me over. “May I ask you something?”

“Shoot.”

“Can I see your hands?”

You could’ve given me a million guesses as to what the young woman was about to ask, and that wouldn’t have been among my answers.

I pushed off the crate and stepped over to her, presenting my palms. She took one in both of hers and examined the calluses, scars both healed and fresh, and creases stained with a lifetime of dirt.

She then laid a hand on top of mine, palm facing up. Even after having spent time in the Inquisition, her hand was pale and delicate, smooth and soft.

I understood that she was having some kind of a moment, but I felt like we could’ve understood how different we were without this entire exercise. Though if it was helping her open up to me, and hopefully endearing her to me enough to trust me with her political resources, I was willing to go through the motions.

“So, the pressure got to you?” I asked, picking up where she had left off as I stepped back to lean against a crate on the other side of the cargo hold.

“Yes,” she answered. “I was the tragic cliché of a party girl that everyone loves to hate. I started drinking, then dabbling in designer drugs, and soon I was a mess: out every night, different partner all the time, waking up just before dinner and pouring myself into a dress after downing half a bottle of whatever was laying around.

“The tabloids loved to post about me as much as my parents hated reading about me. What you have to understand…” she said, considering her words. “The down and dirty truth is that kids partying is part of the cycle of relevance for the adults.

“We keep their names in the papers and keep our families relevant while they do whatever-the-fuck in Parliament. But you’re only supposed to achieve a certain level of notoriety. You need to be just enough of a party animal to keep your parents famous without ever becoming infamous,” she said, and I couldn’t help but appreciate how well spoken she was.

I had not known what to expect from her, but because she had been in the company of John Gregory for so long, I had assumed she would be like him. It turned out, she was as different from him as she was from me.

“I took it too far,” she said. “Because of how crazy I was getting, there was a time when I was pretty much the most famous person on Emortium. And my parents hated it while also loving the spotlight. My father had been a member of the Triumvirate and my mom had been a model, and for those reasons, they relished the attention. Whenever they were home, they would drag me out of bed and halfheartedly tell me to get my act together while all the time basking in my reflected glow.

“That was, until…” And she trailed off, her body language changing. Her eyebrows dropped, and her fingers worried the hem of the shirt.

When she didn’t speak for a long time, I decided to help her along. “Until?”

“I hurt someone,” she answered finally. “And when I did, my parents couldn’t cover my tracks anymore, so they needed to take swift action.”

“And that’s when they sent you to the Inquisition?”

She nodded, her wine-red hair falling in front of her face before she tucked it behind an ear and sniffled. “I thought they were going to send me to boarding school or hire some old woman to chaperone me like the other parents did, but instead they sent me to the damned Inquisition.”

Her voice was so angry, and with good reason. Lutch had struggled with a gambling addiction but had always done his best to take care of me as well as he could. I couldn’t imagine there was anything that I could have done that would’ve forced him to ship me off to the Inquisition.

“That must’ve been hard for you,” I said, not able to come up with anything else.

She laughed. “You could say that again. Those people were more than happy to take advantage of me and ride my fame into their own success, but when I needed them to step up and be parents, they sent me to… to him.”

“John Gregory?”

“Don’t say that name to me,” she spat. “That man is a monster, and I had to be a monster right beside him. Can you believe my own family, my flesh and blood would do that to me?”

I knew the question was rhetorical, but I answered anyway. “I can’t.”

“You said you were an orphan—did your parents give you up?” she asked, but I just shrugged.

“No idea,” I admitted. “Mr. Fidler, the man who ran the orphanage, said that I was just dropped off when I was a baby.”

“I’d honestly rather not know my parents than have to experience them turning their backs on me the way they did. I had always felt like an accessory, like something they had done because it was the thing to do and not because they wanted a kid. I think that a lot of people feel that way, and it’s probably not true.

“I got the evidence when they decided to put on a show by sending me to join the Inquisition. It made them look tough and righteous and self-sacrificing, when really, they were happy to get me out of their hair. I don’t know if they thought it would get me killed or not, but I don’t think they cared. The only person who showed me any humanity was my mom’s sister, who tried to talk my mother out of sending me, but they were pretty much estranged so it made no difference.”

She sniffled again, and I kept expecting her to start crying. But she didn’t. Instead, she just seemed lost in the memory of it and the memory of whatever transpired in between then and now.

“So, I’m guessing you don’t want to see them again anytime soon?” I asked, assuming I knew the answer.

“If I never see them again, it’ll be too soon,” she answered without hesitation.

I looked down at the calluses on my palms, the hardened yellow flesh at the base of my fingers. “You might end up feeling differently later in life…”

“I doubt that,” she asserted. “But I’m not so conceited as to think I know everything. Even though there was a time that I thought I did.”

“Being an Inquisitor gave you some perspective on your life?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, being a prisoner did. Spending my days in service of a cause I didn’t believe in, hurting people for reasons that I thought were pointless, chasing people like you around the universe because they’re friends with a computer program; all of that gave me some perspective. Sleeping on the floor of the starship for months, eating nothing but rice and spending every waking minute studying law and history gave me perspective. Wearing the same clothes for a year, conducting endless, pointless interrogations and kicking in the doors to the sounds of screaming children gave me perspective,” she said finally. “Are you starting to understand?”

“I’m starting to understand,” I admitted honestly. “I guess when you see an Inquisitor, you just assume that they are a zealot.”

“Most everyone does, and most everyone is right,” Imogen told me. “The people that I spent my time with hate artificial intelligence or cybernetic augmentation for one reason or another.”

“Why does John Gregory?” I asked, wanting to better understand the man who was hunting me.

Her face tightened at the mention of his name. “I don’t know. He would never tell me. He would lecture me all day and night, make me listen to his incessant ramblings about the evils of technology, but he never told me about himself. For all I know, he sprouted from his mother’s womb loathing every computer consciousness.”

She spoke with such an unequivocal hatred that all uncertainty about her that had been lingering was erased. I wished that Lara could hear it and understand that Imogen was exactly what she claimed to be.

“I doubt that’s the case,” I said after a moment.

Imogen snorted. “I hope to never find out.”

A silence hung between us for a moment before I finally asked what I had been waiting for this entire conversation. “You’d mentioned political connections.”

She looked up at me. “We can talk about that once I’ve showered and put on some clothes.”

“What, you don’t like wearing my old grease rag?” I asked with a smile, but she wasn’t laughing.

“After,” she repeated, and I nodded, knowing that I could use that time to tell the others my decision.
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“I figured your soft heart would get the better of you,” Lara said. “Or maybe she batted those pretty little eyelashes at you.”

“It was neither of those things,” I said. “And I genuinely believe that we saved her from a bad situation. If you had heard her talking about her past and John Gregory, you would believe her too.”

“It’s true,” Ned said in an unsettling reminder that he was always listening. “I believe that Imogen is sincere and will make a useful ally.”

“You’re just buying it because she’s helping you translate that code that you couldn’t crack,” Lara accused.

Ned answered without missing a beat. “I have more reason than anyone here to doubt her. The Inquisition was designed with the express purpose of destroying me and everyone like me. So, Lara, while I understand your trepidation, don’t presume to know my mind.”

“He’s got you there,” Alek said from where he was standing at the cook station, not looking at us.

“Don’t tell me that you think she should be our new best friend, too?” Lara asked the Kyrog’s massive back.

“We’ve already established how I felt when we first brought her on the ship and that hasn’t changed,” Alek said. “I think that you took a risk with me, and we should take a risk on her.”

“It’s one thing to take her on. It’s another to let her walk freely around the ship. What, are we to give her a bedroom now?” Lara asked in disgust.

“Yes,” I answered, leaving no room for doubt. Now that I had made the decision, I wasn’t going to let Lara’s attitude sway me. “Unless she gives me reason to mistrust her, I’m going to allow her to function as another member of this crew.”

Lara looked at me as though I had four heads. “She’s already giving you a reason to doubt her. She’s an Inquisitor. I genuinely can’t believe that I have to explain this to the three of you.”

“You don’t have to explain it anymore because the decision is final,” I asserted, and Lara’s mouth fell open. I couldn’t tell if she was impressed or angrier than ever, but she just stared at me for a long moment.

“Whatever you say… Capt.…” Lara said, shaking her head in disappointment. “But mark my words: you’ll regret it before long.”

“Regret what?” Imogen said just as she appeared from the stairs in her black robes but without the Inquisitorial armor.

I stood and smiled. “I was just informing the rest of the crew of my decision.”

Imogen stole a glance at Lara. “I can see it’s going well,” she said flatly.

Lara scoffed. “It’s going about as well as it should, given the circumstances.”

“Listen: Lara, right?” Imogen began. “I know that you don’t trust me, and I fully understand why.”

“Because every time we’ve met, you’ve tried to kill me,” Lara filled in.

“Right, that, well,” Imogen muttered, much more nervous now than she had been with me in the cargo hold. “I was never trying to kill you, but I understand that it looked that way, and I genuinely appreciate why you don’t want me around.”

“Good,” Lara said, dusting her hands. “Then don’t be around.”

“But I need your help,” she said, and at that Lara guffawed.

“Now you’re starting to make demands?”

Imogen’s face flushed, and she swallowed hard.

I fired a withering look at Lara. “That’s enough out of the peanut gallery.”

I watched Lara’s hand close around the cushion of the couch, looking as though she was going to rip a chunk of it out. But she said nothing.

“What help can we be to you?” I asked, and even though I was trying to protect her from Lara, I was equally annoyed that she had sprung this request on us at the onset of this conversation.

“I know that I mentioned my political connections, and Hank, you now understand how true that is,” she said, but I wasn’t sure how true that was. She had mentioned that her father was on the Triumvirate but also that he no longer spoke to her. That being said, having grown up around all of the politicians in Emortium, she likely did have some remaining connections we could use.

“But I also mentioned my aunt,” she said. “What I didn’t tell you is that the Inquisitor I worked with threatened to go after her if I ever stepped out of line. My parents are too famous and well-connected, but my aunt is the black sheep of the family and could easily be disappeared by the Inquisition.”

“So, you want us to go rescue your family?” I asked, really wishing she had just brought this up in the cargo hold.

“Yes,” she stated without any intonation, sounding more like she was confirming a dinner order repeated by a waiter.

I expected Lara to butt in at any moment, but when I glanced down at her, she was simply staring at me with a look that said a thousand words. All curses.

“And if we do that,” I led.

Imogen finished without hesitation. “Then I will connect you with the people I know. Very influential people. I will make sure that they listen to you and do what you need done… What do you need done?”

The answer was complicated, but I tried to boil it down. “We just need someone to listen to us.”

“What’s that mean?” Imogen asked, cocking her head like a bird.

This time, Ned answered. “It means that an outlawed technology has a hard time getting an audience with the right people even when the fate of the universe is in the balance.”

“I see,” she said with a casual affect. “I’ll be able to get you in some rooms where you will be able to make your case. I can’t be sure that the people will listen, but I can get you their ears.”

“That’s all we need,” I said with more self-assurance than I actually had. While I liked the idea that we could go in front of somebody in the Consortium and they would take swift action upon hearing everything that we told them, I doubted that it was the case.

More likely, they would listen to what we had to say out of deference for their friendship with Imogen and say they would take it under advisement or some other cock and bull, before sending us from the room.

“I would be more than happy to facilitate those meetings, but you need to get my aunt and her family to safety,” she said firmly.

“Well, I’ve been a scrapper and a bounty hunter, so we might as well add a smuggler to the list,” I said with a laugh.

Imogen just stared at me. “Good, then we are agreed.”

“Where are they, and where do we need to take them?” Lara asked, affecting her no-nonsense, all-business tone.

“I don’t know where they will want to go, just that we need to get them out of where they are,” Imogen explained.

“You’re being intentionally evasive,” Lara accused. “Where are they?”

“Emortium.”

Lara punctuated the air with an exaggerated laugh. “Of course that’s where you want us to go.” She turned and looked at me while gesturing at the young woman, whose face scrunched up in worry. “You have to see that this is a trap.”

“That’s why I was reluctant to tell you,” Imogen said. “I knew you were going to feel this way.”

“I feel this way because everything about you screams that you’re lying,” Lara said. “It’s bad enough that we let you on the ship, but now you want to have us go to a planet where everyone is hunting us. We may be stupid, but we are not that stupid.”

“We are exactly that stupid,” I said to silence her. “But she’s right, we can't just waltz into Emortium. Unregistered ships aren’t allowed to land there, and I’m currently a wanted man.”

“I understand that it would be problematic, but I promise you that if you get them off the planet into safety, it’ll be worth it,” Imogen said, her voice now pleading.

“Hank, we need somebody to listen to us, and this is our best chance. As long as Extinction is out there, it’s a threat. And if we’re able to find it based on the shipping coordinates I got from the factory, we’re going to need Consortium support. We can’t do this alone,” Ned said.

“You’re right,” I said, before adding, “and Lara, I need you to get on board with this.”

She looked at me as though she was sucking on a lemon but said, “Okay.”

Alek turned around as if he was going to make some proclamation. “Sandwiches.”

The three of us looked at him in silence for a long moment. He reached around his back and produced the large tray full of bright sandwiches with fresh looking ingredients.

“Don’t think we should be having this discussion on empty stomachs,” he asserted. “But to add to the discussion, I think we can do it.”

“You do?” all three of us asked at the same time but with vastly differing intonation.

His eyes darted between us. “Is it a human thing?” he asked. “People saying the same thing at the same time? Because I hadn’t noticed it before.”

He had made it a running joke with Lara and me, but now, with the three of us speaking simultaneously, I knew we would not be able to live it down anytime soon.

“I never heard of it before,” Ned piled on.

And that was enough for Lara, who stood and marched to the cockpit, grabbing a sandwich as she went.

Imogen didn’t seem bothered that the other woman had looked at me inquisitively. “How will you get us onto the planet?”

I considered her words as I turned and grabbed myself some food as well. Bringing Alek aboard had been great for many reasons, the primary of which was that he was a doctor, but a close second was how well he cooked.

Even with something like this, some meat and vegetables on bread, he layered it just right. The portions of each ingredient were measured exactly, and everything was in its perfect place.

Taking a bite, I was sure to make the appropriate sounds of appreciative enjoyment, though I wasn’t really faking it.

“You want one too, Bean Pole?” Alek asked Imogen, and I wondered if it was because he couldn’t remember her name since I had never really heard him use a nickname.

“Sure, I’ll take anything that isn’t just rice,” she said, plucking a sandwich off the tray, before taking a single dainty bite. Her eyes lit up, and after a moment, she had consumed the entire triangle of sandwich and was reaching for another one.

“Holy shit, that’s amazing,” she marveled, and Alek beamed and a moment later, he was reaching into the fridge and pulling her out a soda. She looked at it with disinterest.

“I don’t really drink too much anymore but… got anything harder?”

I raised a questioning eyebrow.

“My party days are behind me, and this is hardly the FF Club,” she said with a distinct air of superiority. The Inquisition had changed her, but the spoiled rich girl was still lurking just beneath the surface.

Alek handed her a Bussel Brew, which she took in one hand before reading the label and grimacing.

“Really?”

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Alek noted, and I didn’t say anything even though I hated the idea of wasting one of my beers on somebody who wouldn’t appreciate it.

“It’s just… It’s so bad,” she stated plainly. “And not bad in the order-it-at-the-bar-ironically sort of way but just bad.”

She glanced at me and must have seen the look on my face. “Oh, you said you were from Bussel, no offense meant.”

“Some taken,” I said half-jokingly, but she didn’t seem to register the joke.

“Just let the girl be,” Ned said in exasperation.

The hint of a smile crossed her lips. “Thank you,” she said, looking up at the speaker that was the source of Ned’s voice.

“No problem,” Ned said. “And thank you for your help decoding some of the Intel. I’m starting to get a lot of good information from the manifest.”

“Really?” I asked excitedly.

“Yes,” Ned said. “I’m going to have to cross-reference it with current databases at Suniuo Relay Station, but I think that we might have some solid leads.”

“Everything seems to be trending in a good direction,” Alek observed with a smile, obviously still riding high from Imogen’s compliment.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I cautioned. “We still need to figure out a way to get onto Emortium.”

“I actually had a thought about that,” Alek said.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“You ever meet Lutch’s pal Skynt Undermoon?”

I had to laugh at that. “Oh yes,” I said. “Always wanted me to call him Uncle Skynt, but I refused. Or, not refused, but just never did.”

“Yeah, that sounds like something he would do.” Alek nodded and then grabbed one of the sandwiches off the plate and ate it. Obviously, one that he had made without meat as the Kyrogi gastrointestinal system couldn’t process it.

“Who’s Skynt?” Imogen asked with a vague air of disinterest.

I laughed again, this time at the very idea that we were talking about the man.

“He is a Vekrass junk rat,” Alek answered.

I cut in quickly. “Scavenger. He would tell you that just because he works outside of the Scrapper’s Guild, it doesn’t make him a junk rat.”

Now it was Alek’s turn to laugh. “No, it’s the fact that he’s a junk rat that makes him one. You think he was ever on Bussel on legitimate business?”

The moment he asked, I knew the answer. “I guess I never thought about it at the time.”

“Benefit you didn’t,” Alek assessed. “And to answer your question, young lady, Skynt is the type of man that has his paws in anything untoward. He’s always got a hustle, always trying to work an angle, and always getting himself into hot water for it. But he’s also clever and, undoubtedly, rich.

“But to answer your real question, he’s the type of person who could get us a new ship with a fake registration signal and a matching identification. And he’s the type of person who will do it without asking any questions.”

“Sounds like just the kind of person we should visit,” Imogen assessed. “Where can we find him?”

“The Heap,” Alek said, and I watched her eyes go wide.
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The Heap was a misleading name.

The planet had its own name in the Vekrass tongue. Humans had just named it The Heap because it was where the species that vaguely resembled the rats of Earth (except they were humanoid size and stood upright) took all the scrap they gathered from around the universe and built their city.

The reason the name was a misnomer was that it wasn’t heaped on top of the planet’s surface but rather, built under the ground. Nearly the entire planet was covered with the interconnected tunnel city and was home to more Vekrass than any place else in the universe.

So, when I set a course for The Heap, Lara fixed me with a surprised look.

“Working to go visit one of my dad’s contacts,” I informed her. “He should be able to get us a ship we can take to Emortium.”

“So, we're going through with this plan?”

“We are,” I told her. “But, Ned, I want you to get all the information you can about Imogen Hush as soon as you connect to a relay with access to the feltwork.”

“You don’t trust her?” Lara said.

I shrugged and then leaned back in the pilot’s chair, the rusted metal groaning beneath me. “Just because I’m letting her out of her cage doesn’t mean I trust her,” I explained, happy that my friend seemed to have calmed down. “She mentioned that even before she became an Inquisitor, she hurt somebody but didn’t give me any context, and I’m assuming there will be news articles about it. The more we can find out about the company we are keeping, the better. I do believe she will be an invaluable resource to us, but that doesn’t mean I trust her, and I think there’s more to her than she’s letting on. So, I want to go into this new partnership with eyes wide open.”

“Partnership?” Lara asked, somewhere between astonished and aghast.

I turned and looked at her seriously. “I’m going to need you to get over this.”

That seemed to take her by surprise. “You’re going to need me to get over this?” she snarled.

“Yes,” I answered. “You’ve made your point but this attitude isn’t doing anyone any good. I get it: you don’t trust her. I don’t entirely either but we need her. That means I need you to be done with this whole thing…” I waved my hand in her general direction.

“Okay,” she said.

You could have knocked me over with a feather. “Okay?”

“Okay.”

“You don’t want to keep pissing in my ear or telling me that I’m going to regret it or something?”

She tapped her pointer and forefinger against the armrest of her chair, breathing slowly through her nose and letting out a calming breath. “I do. I totally do. But I also respect that you’re making a decision. I might not agree with it, but I’m happy to see you calling a shot and so I’ll abide by it.

“I’ve been waiting for you to act like this is your ship, and I’m happy you are finally doing it—much as I wish it was something different, it’s good that you are doing it. The road ahead of us is going to be challenging and complicated, and you’re going to need to make decisions quickly and expect people to fall in line. I’ll be able to help her run point on bounty hunters, but once we’re running ops for Ned, you’re going to have to lead. You always have the kind of personality that people respect and listen to, but it’s almost as if it came so naturally that you didn’t work at it. Now, you’re going to have to. So, much as it annoys me in this particular instance, I accept what you told me and hope that it’s not me she murders in my sleep.”

It was a lot to take in.

“I don’t think she’s murdering anybody,” I observed. “But I appreciate everything you said. I never thought that I would lead anything more than a crew of scrappers, and even that seemed like a long shot so I never considered leadership. But now, I know that I have many people looking up to me, and I’ll rise to the occasion.”

“I know you will,” she said, and I could see that she meant it. Even when we fought, there was a base level of camaraderie that blunted the tension. And there was something more. We had grown up together, and I had thought, even as a child, that we might be more than just partners in crime.

For the most part, after reconnecting I hadn’t given that much thought, but every now and again, the idea of it crept into my mind. And now, as she looked at me with a slight smile after being pissy with me for days, my heart began to race ever so slightly.

“You can get some rest,” I offered to Lara. “I can take it from here.”

“You can get some rest,” Ned parroted to us both. “I can take it from here.”

He was right. There was no need for me to pilot us through the gyre once the destination had been set and even less reason when I had an AI on board, or was it in board?

Ned could handle the controls and had the benefit of not needing sleep, so when he offered to fly in a moment like this, I took the offer more often than not.

“Thanks, Ned,” I said and then stood and moved back toward my room on the Buzzard. As I walked, I peeked in on one of the bunks that I had been using for storage being cleaned out by Alek, with Imogen watching.

They were making small talk, and the Kyrog was obviously working at making her feel welcome. But as I saw them shifting things and situating the room, I realized how truly destitute she was.

There was a time when this young person was on top of the world with endless access to anything a person could want. Now, she was clearing a metal frame cot strung with frayed green fabric to sleep on in a starship that sometimes felt as though it was made more of rust than anything else.

Lara could be right about her, but seeing this person whose life had obviously turned out very differently from what they were expecting made me doubt it.

My feet clanged heavily against the floor panels as I dragged myself to my own room. Flopping down on the cot, my mind swam with thoughts of the last few hours. When my eyes closed, I couldn’t shake the memory of the family waving at us as we approached them, and I fell asleep to memories and regrets.

“Getting close,” Ned said, and my eyes peeled open. For a moment, I couldn’t remember where we were going or what we were doing. I just lay there, immobilized, neither my brain nor body wanting to get started.

Then, like a thunderstrike, it all came back to me, and I forced myself to my feet, an involuntary grunt escaping my lips when I did. The tattered blanket that I had pulled over me fell to the floor, and I couldn’t be bothered to pick it up. Instead, I simply stepped over it to my boots, which had been abandoned just inside the doorway.

I slid them on and then pulled my jacket from the hook, before stepping from my room. Voices speaking quietly emanated from the hallway, and I followed them down the hallway to the common space where I saw Alek sitting across from Imogen, Warhero cards spread out between them.

“Not you, too?” I asked, and Imogen looked up at me in utter confusion and something resembling low-grade fear.

“I’m teaching her to play,” Alek explained, and the desperation on her face made it clear that she needed my help.

“Well, Ned let me know that we are nearing The Heap and it’s time to get ready,” I informed them, and at my words, Alek stood.

I expected him to leave the cards on the table and pick the game back up the next time he got Imogen alone, but instead he bent over and gathered the deck in their little plastic sleeves, before sliding it into a box and tucking it in his pocket.

I didn’t think it was wise for all four of us to troop down to Skynt’s place together, so when Lara emerged from her room, dressed in her stealth suit and full bounty hunting regalia, I smiled at her so sweetly that she knew it wasn’t going to be good news.

“Since he knows Skynt too, Alek and I will go and meet him while you two get Imogen what she needs to survive,” I said, and the two women looked at one another with disdain.

“Oh, I see,” Lara said unhappily. I knew she would prefer to be a part of the action and that I only made it worse by having her keep an eye on Imogen. Alek picked up on it too.

“You know Hank would much rather go with you,” he said. “But Skynt and I have a history. It would be smart to have me join as well.”

“Fine,” Lara said in a way I imagined she had with her former mentor. She might not be happy with the choice but would go along with it.

“Thank you,” Imogen said quietly, genuinely grateful.

I pulled my jacket on, my muscles straining as I did so. I really needed to stop falling asleep in my chest armor because the plate always pressed against my body, cutting off circulation and leaving bruises.

“Need you up front,” Ned informed me, and I hurried to the cockpit. Looking at the front window, I saw a veritable fleet of Vekrass ships surrounding the planet. The comm screen on my console was flashing. I sat and then opened the channel.

“This is Captain Hank Spears of the Buzzard,” I announced formally.

A young Vekrass squinted into the screen and grimaced, their flat front teeth showing. “Humans aren’t allowed unless they are a guest of a citizen,” she informed me as though I didn’t already know that’s how it worked here.

“I am here to see Skynt Undermoon,” I replied. “If you let him know that I am here with a business proposition, he will let you know that he is happy to see me.”

I hoped what I was saying was true because the moment she saw I was human, her whiskers shot straight up and more than a dozen ships closed in around mine.

“Stand by while I check,” she said and muted her side of the conversation.

I watched as she spoke briefly to someone else.

The Vekrass really did look like rats. Though they were not, of course, the similarities in looks were striking. With long, slender snouts tipped with whiskers, fur covering their entire bodies, and narrow, clawed hands and feet, they truly looked the part.

There were differences though. The species stood at nearly the height of an average human, walked on their hind legs, and used their tail for balance. And the biggest difference was that they could speak. Having their own languages and dialects, many couldn’t communicate except through translators, but Skynt had learned to speak our language and worked mostly with humans.

“He says you’re welcome,” I heard through the comms. “Docking port.” Then a symbol replaced the image on the screen.

The ships that encircled us parted, and I tilted the Buzzard down toward the surface of the planet. Ned and I both knew that it was wiser for me to take manual control of the ship when we entered the space around planets.

You never knew when something might be on the lookout for precise computerized piloting. It was unlikely that the Vekrass cared about that kind of thing, even though they were technically part of the Consortium, but it was better to err on an overabundance of caution.

From space, the planet was yellow and unremarkable, and as we passed through the atmosphere and down toward the surface, it remained so. Other than a few surface-to-air defense structures, there was almost nothing to indicate that there was any life on the planet. Even the weapon batteries were dull brown and looked as if they might not even work.

I slowed the ship as we neared the surface of the planet, waiting for some kind of indication as to where we were supposed to land, and before too long, a dusty patch of tan earth split open to reveal a passageway down to the docking bays.

As I guided us in, a ship came tearing out, flying so close to us that it jolted the Buzzard. The comms lit up and an angry Vekrass wearing an eye patch screamed something in a language I didn’t understand.

“He said that you’re supposed to wait for people to leave before entering the passageway,” Ned informed me. “Though I removed quite a bit of colorful language.”

“You speak Vekrass?” Alek asked from the doorway.

“I speak a great many languages,” Ned said matter-of-factly. “During the war, it was important for all of the various allies to communicate freely, and even the most rudimentary AI was given the ability to translate between languages.”

“How convenient that would be,” Alek lamented. “When I was tending bar, I had to learn every different way species could ask for beers.”

“Yes,” Ned said. “It’s almost as if outlawing me and murdering my kind was not the most beneficial course of action for the Consortium or the universe as a whole.”

Knowing him as well as I did, I understood that he wasn’t trying to be snarky, but Alek was still learning.

“Didn’t mean anything by it,” the Kyrog said, holding a giant hand to his chest. “And I’m sorry for what your people have been through.”

“And I, yours,” Ned said. “Additionally—no offense taken.”

I waited for another moment, the near collision having shaken me. But after no more ships appeared, I piloted us down under the surface of the planet. The tunnel was well lighted with big floodlights every few meters, making it easy to follow.

It wasn’t long before the tunnel split in several directions, but the unlighted version of the symbol that appeared on my display told me exactly where I needed to go. A moment later, I had set down in a large docking bay.

We weren’t even up and exiting the ship when a small brigade of Vekrass wearing stained pants and bright vests were closing in on the Buzzard, and the moment we stepped off the ramp, they moved in.

“Repairs?” one asked.

“Replacements?” another chittered.

And the rest continued to make similar offers, pressing in around us.

“No, thank you!” I said loudly enough to make it clear that I wasn’t interested. That stopped them all instantly, raising the fur on their necks, before sending them skittering away, out the door to find their next victim. Not only would the repairs likely not be made, but parts might even be stolen and held for an informal ransom.

Without having to be asked to do so, Ned closed the ramp as soon as we were all clear. After I placed the earpiece camera on, he was able to join me as I moved through the city.

“Let’s move out,” I said, pointing in the direction of the door the Vekrass had just disappeared through.

Imogen fell in beside me, and Alek and Lara spoke in hushed tones as we stepped through the door and into a long, narrow passageway leading toward the heart of this portion of the city. The walls were rough-hewn surfaces, chunked out by the adept claws of the burrowing species, but the floor was solid, pressed firm by what I assumed were trillions of sets of feet over thousands of years.

Pipes rattled overhead, passing vapor from one portion of the city to the other. The entire place ran on pressurized gas trapped deep beneath the surface and routed everywhere via a series of pipes as intricate as anything ever devised by human minds.

As a result, the entire city was swelteringly hot (which was only exacerbated by the fact that it was underground), was full of plumes of leaking white gas and smelled vaguely of sulfur. Lutch had always complained about how small it was in the passageways, and watching Alek hunch just to walk forward, I could appreciate what my father had said.

The place was lit with bare light bulbs socketed into crude sconces on either side of the passageway, and the tunnel would grow dark between each bulb, causing my eyes to have to readjust each time.

Until we reached the end of the passageway where another door waited. A sensor was set off, and a mechanism clanked before the sound of venting gas filled the space and the metal hissed open.

When it did and The Heap was revealed, I heard Imogen gasp.
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The city was not like anything humans had built. Where we sent our buildings into the sky, the Vekrass built theirs like stalactites hanging from the top of the massive, hollowed-out space. Bridges connected structures that jutted down as far as the eye could see. All of them were constructed of found materials and patched together. As a scrapper who had made a living off of selling and repairing old pieces, I had to admire what these people had done with everything that I would have deemed junk.

There were people everywhere. The Vekrass had litters of babies, and their population was always growing. It was rumored that the Consortium didn’t even know how many planets were populated by them or how great their numbers were. It was known that the census was inaccurate for human populations spread over a vast universe, but with the Vekrass, it was a joke.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Imogen gawked.

I turned back to her and raised an eyebrow. “I assumed you traveled quite a bit with… the Inquisitor… recently.”

“I certainly traveled but mostly to majority-human planets,” she said, her eyes wide and following the locals as they moved throughout the city.

“Lara, have you been here before?” Alek asked.

She shook her head. “But I can still find my way to the nearest shopping district,” she said, gesturing in the direction of a large open area built atop fused metal panels dangling from huge chains attached to nearby buildings. Tents and market stalls were visible and had been set up not in line with the streets but in a way that looked hodgepodge to me. I was certain that it had its own internal reasoning.

One thing I had come to realize as I traveled the universe was that the way other species did things was never random. Even when it seemed like it didn’t make any logical sense, that was only through my human lens.

“You two have fun,” I said and smiled, though the two women looked at one another with mutual dislike. At least that was one thing they agreed on.

“I’ll radio when we're done,” I informed Lara, before shooting her a look to remind her that I wanted her to take it easy on Imogen. We had been friends long enough that I knew she understood what I was trying to communicate, and I appreciated that she gave a little nod.

They made their way in the other direction, and we followed the path toward the heart of the city where the largest structures dangled down beside one another. In spite of the heat, puddles peppered them, and little plants jutted out from between metal panels and any exposed earth.

“Where are we heading?” Alek asked, and I squinted up the street. Two Vekrass pushed past me, more moved between buildings, and still others shouted at one another.

I tried to remember when Lutch had brought me here and what direction we went, but the entire place had an undeniable sameness. Every now and again, when the locals would pass by, they would stop for just a moment and stare at Alek and me. Where I stuck out like a sore thumb, the Kyrog stuck out like an extra limb.

“I think we go this way,” I said, pointing up a small rise toward a building that looked vaguely familiar.

As soon as we started walking, a Vekrass in a long green hooded robe stepped in front of us.

“Help you gentlemen find something?” he asked, trying to sound friendly but letting an unmistakable hint of menace shade his tone.

Neither of us spoke.

“You two mutes?” he asked. Or, more accurately, accused.

Immediately annoyed, I grimaced down at him. The Vekrass tended to be about a head or two shorter than me, but this one was only half my height. What he lacked in stature, he made up for in tenacity, or so it seemed. His eyes told me that he was dangerous, and his body was hunched as though he was ready to pounce.

Of course, this tactic might work on unwitting tourists or visitors on business, but it wasn’t going to work on us.

“We’re able to speak, but we have nothing to say,” I offered in a hard tone. “While we could use directions, I have no interest in paying whatever cost you propose and certainly not whatever hidden fee you decide to drop on us once you lead us to”—I looked around, gesturing to the small gap between two buildings sighing close together—“I’m guessing somewhere in there.”

The corner of his long mouth turned up, and he took a step away from us, steepling his fingers. “Not so dumb.”

“Well, I’m not sure about that, but I’m certainly nobody’s fool.”

“Where you tryin’ to get?” he asked, his voice now shifting to one of grudging respect. Sometimes, all it took was for a person to be called out on what they were doing for them to drop it. It could just as easily have gone the other way, but in this instance, it worked in our favor.

“Skynt Undermoon,” Alek said, and the Vekrass leered up at him.

Hearing the name, the man blocking our path squinted at us, before his entire demeanor changed. “I’ll take you,” he offered quickly, and now sounded gracious. “Right this way.”

“Skynt must have quite the reputation if he wants to just take us,” I said, half mocking.

“I would have been shocked if a man like Skynt hadn’t made a name for himself by this point,” Alek said. “Some people just have that personality.”

“What can you tell us about him?” I asked as our new friend turned his back and gestured up the street in the direction we were already walking when he stepped in our way.

“Skynt has his paws in everything,” the man said over his shoulder, dropping low and hurrying to another walkway, this one looking like a booby-trapped temple from a movie, with rusted holes pockmarking the street, dropping into a distant dark.

The Vekrass had no trouble navigating the road, hopping over the gaps and skittering around others. All my years of scrapping had taught me how to walk carefully and avoid potential pitfalls, both literal and figurative.

But Alek had slowed, holding up his hands for balance and taking each step carefully as the metal beneath his feet creaked with every step. He looked like somebody walking on a frozen lake that was about to crack at any moment.

“Everyone in town knows better than to mess with him,” the man guiding us continued. “And if you are willing to put in a good word for me with him, I’d appreciate it. Tell him Knett didn’t rob you and all that.”

“Not robbing us is a pretty low bar,” I snorted.

“You must not have been here long if you think that,” Knett said, chuckling to himself.

I had to admit that he was right. I’d only ever been to this planet once before, and it wasn’t particularly positive. Nothing happened during our visit, but there was an undertone of violence everywhere we went and a palpable looming threat in the air.

It was the same now, though, of course, as an adult it intimidated me far less.

I checked over my shoulder to see Alek keeping pace as best he could while still walking as though he was going to plummet to his death at any moment. Knowing there was nothing I could do, I continued to follow Knett down the street until he turned and stopped in front of a dark alley.

“I know what you thinkin’, but this ain’t that,” he assured me.

I narrowed my eyes down the dark alleyway that would be perfect for a street-tough ambush. “There isn’t another way?”

“There is,” he answered, pointing his clawed finger off the street we were going. “But it’s a long way round and takes you past the market where every vendor on The Heap is going to shout in your face to try to get you to buy sumpin’.”

I considered his words as my hand inadvertently went down in the direction of my stomper. Alek reached us, panting more from nerves than from exertion.

“Are we following them down this alleyway so they can rob us?” he asked me.

“Knett says this is the better way, and I’m inclined to believe him,” I said.

The Kyrog pressed his massive hand against the patched metal building and peered down the street that was illuminated by little more than the light cast from inside some of the building’s windows and doorways.

“You going to try to ambush us?” he asked the tiny creature.

Knett shook his head furiously. “Even if I wasn’t pretty sure you could toss me halfway across the city, I know Skynt could do much worse. And has.”

“Fine, lead the way,” Alek said before whispering to me, “but this is only because you were right about the people on that turkey-class.”

Even just hearing the mention of it sent pangs of guilt through me.

“Fine,” I said, and waved a hand at Knett to lead the way.

After he had, I followed but felt a hand on my shoulder. “That a sore subject for you?” Alek asked.

“That obvious?”

The man nodded as we slowly followed our guide into the narrow space between two ramshackle buildings that seemed to become one somewhere in the distance above our heads.

“I was a bartender, remember? If there’s one thing I know, it’s when someone got something on their mind,” he said. “And it’s been clear you’ve got a splinter in your brain ever since the Pirates blasted that ship.”

One of Knett’s ears turned in our direction, listening in, as unsubtle a display as I had ever seen. I was sure he would try to sell any information gleaned to the highest bidder. Or maybe just the first bidder. Either way, I knew better than to reveal too much.

“Yeah, that one landed,” I admitted. “Can’t shake the image of them waving.”

“It’s too bad,” he agreed quietly. “Some of the things I saw back home when I fought still keep me up at night.”

“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” I admitted with a grim laugh. “Because I’m sure it’s true.”

“It is,” he assured me. “It’s the ones that you don’t save who stick with you. All the people you help, the good you do, it’s there. But the ones you lose, those are the faces that you see for the rest of your life.”

“That sucks,” I said for lack of anything better. “Not that long ago, my biggest concern was if I was going to be able to find another scrap job, and now I’ve got the loss of innocent lives rattling around in my head like loose bolts.”

“Hate to tell you it’s not going to get any easier from here,” he said, and I knew it was true. “But I know you’ll be okay.”

“How do you know that?” I asked, sounding more patronizing than I had intended.

He smiled down at me.

“Because I knew Lutch,” he said, and that was all he needed to say.

But it begged a question. “You said that you saw a lot in your time during the clan wars. Are you going to be okay?”

His steps faltered for just a second and then he recovered. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I try not to slow down long enough to think about it. Since leaving my home world, I let work distract me and filled my free time thinking about Warhero cards. Not just playing but collecting and maintaining my collection. Thinking about deck design and learning the nuances of every rule and how every deck interacted. I poured myself into distractions the same way that the people I poured drinks for used booze to keep their minds off whatever they were escaping. All of this is to say that I don’t dwell on any of what I have been through, but I am self-aware enough to know that it is probably eating away at me from the inside.”

I considered his words for a moment, not sure quite what to say to all that. “Good that you are aware, but you should probably do something about it before it does, you know, eat you away from the inside.”

“I suppose you’re—” he began but was cut off.

“You two done cluckin’?” Knett asked over his shoulder after stopping at the end of the street.

“Yes, we are,” Alek intoned, more for me than for the Vekrass who turned and continued around the corner before gesturing in the direction of a building secured by four armed guards. They wore heavy armor that, while patched together from disparate pieces, was well made and strong looking.

In moments like this, I couldn’t help but see them with my scrapper eyes, looking at the fuse points, the spots where the craftsmen overlay one piece to make it fit with another and how they repaired or patched the damage left by whatever destroyed the original piece of armor.

“You’ll say nice things about Knett?” said the man who had shown us the way, tugging on his sleeve and shifting nervously.

“We’ll put in a word,” I assured him, figuring that I would do so if the moment arose but not convinced that I wanted to help somebody that had, by their own admission, planned to rob me originally.

Knett turned and scampered away, undoubtedly returning to his position on the street to harangue the next passerby.

We strode up to the guards, who closed ranks in front of the patchwork building. The circular structure was, much like the armor, finer than most of what surrounded us from our position on the dangling Street. The outside was rounded and well put together, obviously built from the body of a passenger starship.

Noting the door size and general shape and seeing one wing jutting out from the right side of the building, I could tell that it was a jacana class starcruiser.

“We are here to see Skynt,” I informed one of the guards, who was peering at me from under a helmet with a spike sticking straight up from the middle.

“Nobody sees Skynt,” one of them chittered.

Reminding me that he was watching through the camera mounted on the earpiece, Ned joked, “Nobody may see the Great Skynt! Not nobody, not nohow!”

He chuckled at his own comment and I reminded myself to ask what that was in reference to, but then decided against it since it would just lead to him lecturing me on how I needed to know more Earth culture.

“He knows we are coming and allowed us passage,” I said, staring down the guard.

He looked as though he was going to tell me to go to hell, when a piece of the wall opened above our heads and a ratty looking Vekrass with graying fur and an eye patch stuck his head out.

“If it ain’t the Bussel Brigade,” he mocked. He turned an eye at the guards. “Yo, let them up here.”

Grudgingly, they parted before us, and the large door that had once served as an airlock swung open, pushed by another set of guards on the inside. After we stepped in, they closed the door behind us but didn’t turn on any lights so we were plunged into darkness, and I once again gripped my stomper as I waited for what came next.
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The door on the other side opened after a moment, and my body relaxed. Alek hunched and stepped through the second doorway first and out into one of the strangest offices I had ever seen.

Rather than the usual desk with a computer or some kind of information station, we entered a game room with several tables for parlor games, some of which I recognized and some that I didn’t. The walls were lined with the passenger seats from the ship’s previous life and populated by more Vekrass guards.

It was clear that Skynt had truly moved up in the world, if for no other reason than by virtue of the fact that he had a veritable army of Vekrass at his disposal. One of the guards looked up from a pool table and pointed to the far side of the room, where there was a staircase through what used to be the lavatory door.

Alek turned his body and hunched, his knees, shoulders, and the crest of his head all pressed against the walls of the narrow passageway upstairs. When we reached the top, Skynt was waiting for us.

He looked older than when I had last seen him, his fur was patchier and his eyes were more tired and sunken. Adorned in what was once a finely tailored suit that now bore holes and tears, he was the perfect image of a Vekrass street boss.

Sitting behind a statue that had been knocked on its flank and smoothed flat on top as a desk, Skynt blew smoke out of his mouth from a hand-rolled cigarette and motioned for us to sit in front of him in chairs pulled from downstairs and affixed to the floor up here.

“I think I’ll break that,” Alek said, and Skynt grinned.

“That you would, old friend,” he offered. “So, just stand, then.” He didn’t speak for a moment but simply looked at the two of us with a bemused smile on his face. “I never thought I would see the two of you down here. And certainly not together. Especially after what happened to Resh.”

At that, he turned and looked right at me.

“Resh was a means to an end,” I justified. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

Skynt pounded the table and barked a laugh, keeping it going much longer than he needed to.

When he finally regained his composure, he took a pull from his cigarette and blew the smoke to join the heavy fog that lingered in the room illuminated by several neon signs for stores and bars.

“First things first,” he began. “There ain’t nothing you could do to me even if you wanted. Second, if you are as good a bounty hunter as you were a scrapper, I should be fine.”

I took umbrage at that. “I was one hell of a scrapper!”

He laughed again. “I know, I know. Just busting balls. But truly, it’s nice to see the two of you get off that shithole of a planet, even if it was just to end up here.”

“It’s been a hell of a road,” Alek told him.

Skynt ran a paw through the fur on the top of his head, smoothing it down a moment before it popped back up. “I know it has,” he said. “I hear just about everything at this point and know what’s going on in each and every corner of the universe. You can’t get to my position by not knowin’ everything, you dig?”

“I know we only met a few times,” I said in an overly ingratiating tone. “But I could always tell you were going to do big things. It doesn’t surprise me one bit to see you in this chair.”

“Now, that’s interesting, you see, because, I’ll tell you.” Here, he leaned in and pointed two fingers at us, the smoke trailing the burning embers of his cigarette, now having nearly reached the fur. “Most people did not think I was going to be a success. I had to do it myself. Grab this universe by the balls with my bare hands and hold on until I got a break.”

“It’s the only way anyone gets anything in this universe,” Alek agreed.

Skynt smirked and stamped out his cigarette, immediately lighting another “That’s exactly right, my friend. It’s the people like us: the yous and mes who make something of ourselves because we want to. All three of us started in the gutter… Or, at least Hank and I did, and now we’re moving up in the world.”

“That we are,” I said enthusiastically.

His eyes flared and he nodded. “You’ll become some big-time bounty hunter, and me, a wealthy entrepreneur.”

“Seems that you already are,” Alek noted, opening his arms wide and gesturing around.

The flattery worked, and Skynt grinned once again. “I am well on my way, but I got a long ways to go.”

I was about to pile on a bit more, but Skynt continued talking. “That being said, I think we’ve spent enough time stroking each other’s”—he paused for comedic effect—“egos.”

Alek and I both laughed, putting on a show of enjoying the joke.

Smiling at our enjoyment, Skynt asked, “What is it that I can help you gentlemen with?”

“We need to land on Emortium.” I allowed the implication of what I was asking to speak for itself.

Skynt leaned back in his chair. The shifting weight displaced some of the stuffing and caused it to protrude out of the holes along the side.

“So, let me get this straight,” he began, taking another drag and then continuing. “You need to borrow a ship with an active registration signaler as well as false identification that matches said signaler. That about the size of it?”

“That’s about the size of it,” I affirmed.

“We knew that there was nobody else in the universe we could’ve gone to about this,” Alek added for good measure.

Skynt cracked a smile and nodded, then tugged at the once-white sleeves of his shirt that protruded from the suit jacket. “And you came to the right place. There ain’t nobody else who could have got you what you need, in the time you need and at a reasonable price.”

The price was the part I was worried about.

“What’s it going to cost us?” Alek asked, his voice betraying his similar fears. “Knowing, as I do, that you’re going to take care of us due to our long-standing friendship.”

“You’d get the best offer from me whether or not we were old friends, but of course I’ll cut you two a deal because we go back a ways,” he said, and if I believed that, I was sure he would have a bridge to sell me.

“Happy to hear it.” Alek smiled. “I knew we could count on you.”

He had worked with gangsters and villains long enough to know exactly how to butter them up. When all was said and done, these men who accumulated great power wanted to be revered and treated with more respect than they were due. And if this meant we had to laugh at their inane jokes, we would.

Both of us had done the same with Resh on Bussel, and here we were, doing it again.

“What’s it going to cost us?” I asked, trying to not let my worry take my words.

He grinned and steepled his fingers, the cascading smoke veiling part of his face. “The two of you are on the run from just about everybody in the universe, and something tells me you couldn’t afford my services even if I did quote you a price.”

My heart sank at his words. We had come all this way, and he really was our only hope. Instantly, I tried to come up with other options, payment plans or some alternative to work out this deal. We needed to get Imogen to her family so that she could help us and we could finally get out from under the thumb of… well… as Skynt correctly pointed out, everyone.

But before I could speak, he continued. “So, rather than trying to get water from a stone, I figure I can put you to use doing the one thing you claim to have done so well: scrapping.”

“Without putting too fine a point on it, I need the ship sooner than later and can’t just go to work for you,” I explained.

“Maybe you could let me finish instead of cutting in because you think you know what I’m about to say,” he said, showing his impatience for the first time, and I took the hint. When I didn’t speak any more, he smiled again, but the friendliness was gone. “Good boy,” he said condescendingly. “So, as I was saying, you do a scrap job for me, and I’ll give you everything you need.”

As he had been intentionally vague, he was waiting for me to interject, but I knew better this time. Whether or not I spoke, he was pleased to be exerting his power over me. No matter the species, no matter the planet, this personality trait seemed universal among people like this.

“It’s just one job, and if you come back with the scrap, you come back to a ship,” he said as though it was nothing. And the very fact that he was acting so casual made it obvious that it wasn’t.

“Anything we need to know?” Alek asked.

“Not much I can tell you, honestly,” he said, “except that no one’s come back from site.”

I was about to say that no one surviving was actually a pretty big “not much” but there was a knock at the door, attracting all of our attention. Quickly, one of the Vekrass from downstairs hurried in and kept low as he scurried over to his boss. After whispering something in Skynt’s ear, the younger man dashed back out the door.

“What was that?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“None of your concern is what that was,” Alek answered, affecting Skynt’s voice before he could even answer.

I couldn’t believe that he had done it, but in an instant, a shrill laugh cut through the room.

“I always liked you, Alek,” Skynt cheered, pounding the table. “Takes a lot of balls to do an impression of me to my face, but I gotta tell you, I love it!”

How Alek knew that would work, I had no idea, but I was happy that it did.

“Come on, let’s go downstairs. I’ll get you all the details and send you on your way,” Skynt said.

He stood, then moved around the side of the desk. He was quick and wiry. I knew that it wasn’t simply his business acumen that had gotten him into this position of power.

We followed him back down and into the, well, for lack of a better term, game room, where his men snapped to attention at his appearance. What was particularly amusing was the way in which they all tried to act casual while still acknowledging him: pool cues, folding their arms, and shouldering up against the pole holding the dartboard or setting their hand of cards down on the table while still keeping a firm grip on them.

“Pak,” the boss said and gestured to one of the rats playing cards. He was old, his fur nearly all white, peppered with patches of gray, and his eyes showed pink where the lids met his face. The suit he was wearing looked to be better made than any of the others, and a large gold timepiece glinted in the low light of the room. “Get these men the coordinates for”—he paused for dramatic effect and intoned—“that one scrap site.”

“You got it,” the old Vekrass said.

“Pleasure to see you both after so long,” Skynt said, extending a hand. As I shook it, he added, “If I see you two again, I’ll have a ship.”

“If,” Alek repeated the word ominously as his hand nearly enveloped Skynt’s entire arm.

“Told you before, ain’t nobody come back from that site,” he said and then he chuckled. “But you’ve got Hank Spears with you, so, nothing to worry about.”

He had mocked loudly enough and in just the right tone that his cronies knew to laugh. And they did. And it didn’t irritate me, though it was designed to. Scrappers had a culture of busting chops so this kind of comment didn’t bother me one iota.

“See you soon,” I called to Skynt, who was already heading back upstairs, and I wanted to add some quip but thought better of it in front of all of his associates.

The Vekrass he had called Pak ushered us over to a small computer in the corner and brought up an image on the screen. “The site,” he began, his voice surprisingly high-pitched. “It is on a planet in Sector Thirty-Seven. It’s a nothing planet that shouldn’t be hard to get to or land on. But every time we’ve hired a crew to go out there, they don’t come back.”

I squinted at the screen, reading what little information there was.

What the man had said was true: it was an unremarkable, uninhabitable planet in the Sector known for little more than its mines. The high-danger designation meant that if we were looking at it on the Scrapper’s Guild Big Board, Lutch and I would almost certainly have avoided it, leaving it to someone with a bigger crew.

Of course, this planet had no notes explaining why it was dangerous, it simply had the flashing exclamation point in a triangle.

“You send any good crews out there, or was it mostly…” I trailed off.

Pak laughed viciously. “You can say junk rats, cuz that’s what they were.”

“Figured as much,” I said and was happy to know that at least it wasn’t their best and brightest that had been sent to this place never to be heard from again. On the other hand, junk rats had an instinct for survival, and if they had been killed by something on the planet, that meant that it was incredibly dangerous.

“Guess you don’t have anything else for us?” I asked the Vekrass.

The man’s pale eyes glanced around the room. “Yeah, I got something for you,” he said and leaned in. “Whatever’s on this site seems to be worth a lot of money to a lot of people, so you’d be smart to ask for more than what you’re offered should you survive.”

I wanted to ask the man why he would tell us this but figured there was some internal politics that motivated him and that it was unwise to pull at that thread in the middle of a room like this. So, I simply thanked him with a nod, and Alek and I headed for the door.

Once we were back on the street, Alek turned to me with a grim expression across his great face. “At least he was honest about sending us right into a trap.”

“I’ll take a scrapping job over paying money we don’t have any day of the week,” I said with a shrug. “This is the one thing I know how to do well, and I’m happy for the opportunity to do it.”

“Even if it means that you might get us all killed?” Ned asked in my ear, and I huffed, knowing that I couldn’t answer him.

“I like to hear the confidence,” Alek said, patting me on the back and nearly knocking all the air from my lungs with one pat. Sometimes the Kyrog forgot their own strength.

As we made our way back through the city and I stared up at the buildings that hung down like icicles, I wondered how the girls were doing. I hoped that they were making nice and finding some common ground. I needed both of them if we were going to accomplish what we had set out to do and having them at each other’s throats was going to make matters impossible.

I wondered if we should give them a little bit more time to chat, and hopefully, begin to mend fences. So, I turned to Alek and opened my mouth to suggest stopping at a restaurant along the way. Lutch had always taught me to sample local street food when I was on distant planets, and I felt like I had not done that for far too long.

But before I could speak, I felt the hair on my neck stand on end.
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Instinct.

It was something every living creature seemed to have and something that you couldn’t teach. It was the thing that could be the difference between staying alive or not on a scrap job because you took one wrong step.

In this instance, it was the thing that kept me from getting hit in the back of the head with a lead pipe.

I moved out of the way and darted one step forward, then turned to watch the long length of metal in Knett’s paw hit the ground. His eyes went wide with surprise that I had avoided the hit, but he and his friends weren’t going to wait around.

Stuck as we were between two buildings on the dangling footbridge attached by rusted chains several meters apart, there was no place for us to go as the gaggle of thugs moved in around us.

“You sure you want to make enemies of Skynt’s friends?” I asked, the threat clear in my tone.

“You’re nobody’s friends if you’re dead,” he answered quickly, several more pipe wielding Vekrass moving in behind him off the bridge.

Alek and I had naturally moved back-to-back, taking up positions to defend one another. Though, given his height, it was a bit more like ass to back.

“You’re really making a mistake,” I told him. “We have nothing on us, and killing us here in the street isn’t going to get you anything.”

“Guessing you didn’t just walk here,” he said, and the implication was clear.

At that, Alek laughed. “The Buzzard is worth less than the scraps of metal you lot are holding.”

“If it flies, it’s worth something,” Knett said, and once again it was instinct that carried the day. Something about his posture changed just enough that I knew he and the two Vekrass at his back were about to lunge at me.

In a split second, I made a decision. Rather than reaching for my weapon, I turned quickly right, avoiding the swinging metal once again. But this time, I was prepared and raised a foot, then stamped it down, causing it to pull from his grip and slam to the ground.

The other two were a pace behind, and it gave me a moment to drop down and grab the pipe myself, then swing it upward as I stood. Metal crunched against bone. Rust rained down from the pipe and stuck in the fur of his chin.

Knett was thrown back, but it didn’t stop the other two from charging me. Before I could get the pipe back down, the rightmost attacker had sprung forward and swung, and his pipe connected with my ribs. I crashed against the rusty handrail, it cracked.

Screws and bolts fell away into the abyss below, but I didn’t have time to think about that. The other Vekrass was coming at me, and behind me I could feel the ground shaking because of the attacks Alek was dealing with.

I threw up my pipe with one hand just in time to deflect the incoming blow, and the two rusty shafts connected like when two kids played knights with sticks. But with mortal peril on the line. The force of the blow caused flakes of metal to rain down on us and me to have to grip the handrail all the harder.

The aging scrap groaned against my weight and threatened to come loose at any moment, with the decent gap between us and the nearest building enough to envelop me. The other Vekrass was helping Knett to his feet and pulled his pipe back from where ours had connected.

I used that opportunity to kick out a leg and connected with the light scrap armor, which sent him hurtling back.

Rather than waiting for the other two to come at me, I leapt forward, struck out with my pipe like a fencer, and cracked Knett on the chin once again. He howled in pain and fell back. Quickly scrambling to his feet, he then turned and ran the other direction. Seeing this, the friend who had been helping him up looked back and forth between us, deciding what he should do.

But in the instant before he could react, a blur from overhead rocketed into him. Alek had picked up and thrown one of his attackers, and the two crumpled against each other. A moment later, both of them ran up the bridge and away.

I turned to face Alek, who was panting but obviously unhurt. “He just had to be a cliché,” I said with a laugh.

“I would’ve been disappointed if he hadn’t come back again,” Alek said. “And I’ve been missing my morning workouts.”

“Should we make sure the other two are doing all right?” I asked, a hand going to my side to press against where I had been hit. The armor that I had stolen from a bounty hunter that was sent after me had taken the brunt of the hit, but the impact still hurt, and I could feel it every time I breathed in.

Alek watched before turning and continuing up the path. “You ever consider having Lara show you a thing or two?” he asked over his shoulder.

“I can fight,” I grunted, wishing that my voice didn’t sound quite so much like I had just been hit in the flank.

“Sure, you can fight when it comes to it,” Alek said, teetering on the line of outright mocking me. “But it’s more like brawling. You can throw a punch, but you always take a hit.”

I had to admit that he was right. Lutch had taught me the very basics after a couple of kids jumped me in the street and stole some sprockets I was bringing back to the shop, but everything else I had learned by doing. Scrap here, bar brawl there. That was as close to formal training as I had.

“You came to me shot, and just now, you are lucky that I was there,” he continued.

“Hey, I had the other side handled and even saw the attack coming from the back of my head,” I justified.

He didn’t turn back but just raised his hands. “I’ll grant you that. That little rat would’ve cracked your head, but I’m just saying…”

“I know what you’re saying,” I allowed. “And you’re not wrong.”

“Not wrong?”

I sighed. “Right. You’re right.”

And before he could rub it in my face, Ned piped up. “If you’re handing those out, I’ll take one the next time you and I have a disagreement.”

All I could do was roll my eyes.

A sign scratched into the side of a building guided our way to the nearby market, taking us down a long flight of stairs on chains that rattled and clattered with each of our steps. Once again, Alek moved slowly, looking as though every step might be the one that sent him plummeting to his death.

At the bottom of the staircase was a big open area with shop stalls selling everything from weapons and ship parts, to clothes and local cuisine. Of course, given the fact that the Vekrass lived underground, nearly all of the food was meat farmed from an animal that looked like a giant naked mole rat. Though not particularly appetizing, I thought about my father and sidled up to one of the stalls.

I held up a finger indicating that I wanted one of the kebabs: small chunks of seasoned meat grilling on an open cooktop made from what appeared to be a repurposed engine. Everything here was seeing its Second Life. In some ways, it was a scrapper’s paradise. It was a testament to just what people could do with items that had started their lives as something else.

The Vekrass said something that I couldn’t understand, and when I knit my brows, he held up four fingers. I knew that the people of this planet operated on a barter system rather than exchanging Consortium currency, and that’s another reason why I hadn’t been surprised when Skynt asked me to go scrapping rather than to pay him.

What this man wanted four of, I hadn’t the foggiest, but I fished into my pocket and pulled out a spark plug. I was being generous, and the excited look on his face indicated that he felt the same. Before I even had a chance to blink, a claw was pulling the device from my hand while his other was peeling meat from the makeshift grill.

He thrust it in my direction, forcing the greasy metal stick into my hands. Despite what I knew it to be, it smelled delicious, and my mouth watered when I opened my mouth to take a bite.

“Couldn’t have gotten something I could try too?” Alek groused.

I shook my head no and bit down on the meat. Juices flowed from the side of my mouth and down my chin, catching my facial hair.

“That’ll do,” I said with a big smile once I had swallowed down the first bite.

Alek just huffed and continued walking, lumbering through the crowd that scattered around him. One tiny Vekrass child even stopped, just staring at Alek as he strode through the market, mouth agape.

We continued forward until, in the distance, I caught sight of our friends. Lara was sitting on a barstool, hunched over in conversation with a local dressed like a bounty hunter. Imogen, meanwhile, was standing just off to the side with her arms folded across her chest and a pout on her face.

When we strode over, I looked at Imogen. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“This,” she complained. “We’ve done nothing but this since we arrived here.”

“Lara,” I admonished.

My old friend looked up at me and shrugged. “I ran into an old friend, and we started talking. That a problem?”

I could see that we still had a ways to go before this entire situation was resolved. I grunted. “Alek, you can hang here, and I’ll take her.”

He nodded but only waited until we were a few steps away before he began walking back in the direction of a stall that we had passed that was selling Warhero Cards.

“Thanks,” Imogen said as she guided me in the direction of the stall made entirely of fused together road signs written in a language I didn’t recognize. Within, stacks of human clothes were piled around a Vekrass who looked quite young to be running their own stall.

“Yikes,” Imogen said after a moment, riffling through the heaps of pants and shirts.

It was moments like that where it was hard to reconcile the young woman she was with the version of her that I had met. At the side of John Gregory, she did seem like a fearsome hunter, and now she was just a bratty teenager who wanted better shopping options at a place she was lucky just to be.

“Not to your liking?” I asked, knowing just how patronizing I was sounding.

“Oh, no,” she said, genuinely apologetic. “I’m grateful just to be getting this.”

I chuckled. “But…”

“But, given my druthers…” she trailed off and lifted a shirt with a cartoon gopher on it and grimaced. “I might wear something a bit less.”

“Déclassé?” I asked, and I didn’t know that I had ever seen somebody look as surprised as she was at that moment.

“I was going to say trashy,” she answered with a laugh. “But what you said works too.”

I finished my meat stick and watched in silence as she picked a few things that she deemed acceptable before I offered the shopkeeper some other pieces of scrap I had bought for this very reason.

The young Vekrass accepted the parts I offered graciously and waved us away, Imogen left with an armful of clothes as well as a pillow and blanket.

Lara and Alek caught my eye as we exited the stall and hurried over to meet us.

“Scrapping?” Lara asked when she fell in beside me.

“You would have preferred bounty hunting?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Always.”

“Well, can’t win them all,” I said, and she huffed playfully.

“Speaking of bounties, there was one on your friend Knett,” she said, letting her words scold me just a little. “The hunter I know here perked up when Alek said his name.”

“Well, can’t win them all,” I said again, and this time the sharp exhalation was real.

“We could use all the money and reputation that comes with completing more jobs,” she said as though she had to remind me.

“I’ll try to remember that the next time I’m jumped in the streets,” I said.

“Joke around all you want, but you actually should. Quite frequently, somebody who is willing to pull that kind of stunt is wanted by one party or another,” she noted. “I know you’re happy to go back to scrapping, but you have to remember that you’re also a bounty hunter now and you should think like that too.”

“You’ve got a point,” I said, looking around and then adding a hushed tone, “and I was hoping you could…”

“What?”

“Teach me to fight better,” I mumbled almost inaudibly.

A wide grin crossed her face. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you,” she chortled and cupped her hands to her ear.

“I was hoping that you could help me fight better,” I grumbled more clearly and loudly this time.

She pressed her hands to her heart. “Oh, Hank, it’s the words every girl wants to hear. Yes, yes, a thousand times yes, I’ll teach you how to fight.”

I looked over my shoulder to see if Alek and Imogen were paying any attention to what was happening in front of them, but they were not. Rather, a young woman was being bored to tears by an enthusiastic Kyrog showing her all the new cards he bought.

“Thank you,” I said.

“What made you finally decide to ask?” she inquired seriously.

I shrugged. “Alek pointed out that if we were to keep getting into fights and I lacked a certain…”

“Skill?” she joked.

“No,” I said, but before I could say more, she cut in again.

“Ability?”

“No.”

“Aptitude!” she said, now really amusing herself.

And she was having so much fun that I couldn’t be bothered to fight her anymore. “Yes, aptitude.”

“That’s because you do,” she said. “Lack aptitude, I mean.”

“I know what you meant,” I groaned but didn’t even mind. I was always happy when Lara was happy. Her emotions oscillated so much that I wanted to hold on to the moments when things were as easy as they were when we were young.

It wasn’t long before we were back at the Buzzard and taking off, leaving The Heap for what I didn’t expect to be the last time.

“All set to go,” Ned said though we weren’t even strapped in yet. “Got the coordinates from Skynt’s associate and charted our course.”

The moment my backside hit the frayed padding of the pilot’s seat, the engine fired to life. More than any of us, with the exception of Imogen, Ned seemed to want to get this mission moving forward. I knew how desperately he wanted to get Imogen’s connections and her help, and it showed in everything he was doing.

Lara and Alek were pulling on their harnesses as the Buzzard lifted, then shifted and turned back toward the tunnel to the surface. As we boarded, Imogen had peeled off, breaking for her quarters without saying a word.

For as much as she had been unhappy with the selection of clothes at the Vekrass shop, she obviously wanted to get out of the ceremonial robes more than anything.

“Get a chance to talk with our new crewmember before you met your friend?” I asked Lara, knowing that would shift the mood.

She let out a long breath and then tilted her head to crack her neck. “I did,” she said finally, the light in the cabin shifting as Ned sent us rocketing back down the tunnel.

“And?”

“And I understand why you believe her,” she said, neither angry nor kind. Her voice sounded like that of forced passivity.

“What does that mean?”

She leaned back in her chair, the passing lights stroking against her. “It means that she tells a good, sympathetic story.”

“You don’t believe her?” Alek asked from behind us.

“Whether I believe her or not is irrelevant. I’m not foolish enough to simply take anything anyone says at face value,” Lara said, sounding much more like Kilara Vex. “She might be telling her version of the truth, but that doesn’t mean it aligns with my own, and even that might be giving her too much credit.

“She might’ve been forced into the life of the Inquisition, but it doesn’t mean that all the things she did weren’t things she was already capable of. There are degrees of being forced to do something, and I’m not sure if she was shoved at the end of a barrel or nudged with an elbow.

“I’m just saying that I’m keeping my hackles up for as long as that girl is on the ship.”

“Your hackles are always up,” I half-joked.

Ned cleared his nonexistent throat. “None of you are using that quite right,” he said.

“Nobody cares,” Lara snapped quickly. “If you understood what we meant, that’s all that matters. And if I ever hear you correct me when I say ‘less’ instead of ‘fewer,’ I’m going to reach in there and pull your wires loose.”

“I’ve heard him make that correction,” I put in.

“Back in my day, we had a thing called professional decorum,” Ned explained, sounding genuinely irritated. “We chose our words carefully and meant what we said.”

“Whatever you say, old man,” Lara ribbed.

Ned didn’t follow up as we exited the tunnel, passed through the atmosphere, entered space, or washed into the gyre tube. For that matter, neither did any of us.

We all just fell quiet for a time before Alek asked Lara if she wanted to play a game of cards and the two of them disappeared, leaving me alone in the cockpit.

In a hushed tone, Ned spoke. “I did a little research about our new friend.”

“You were able to quietly piggyback off of the Vekrass comm arrays?” I asked.

“Do you see any Inquisitors?” he asked.

“Just double-checking,” I said a bit defensively. “What did you find out?”

“That most of her story checks out, and that her family is, indeed, well-to-do,” he said. “How was I able to figure this out, you ask? Well, let me tell you. First, I was able to find Emortium tabloids showing pictures of a young, drunk Imogen Hush going to and from parties. They reference her family's wealth and political connections. Next, I was able to find very little except for passing references to her legal troubles and articles about other young, wealthy elites.”

I furrowed my brows as Ned flashed an image of Imogen stumbling from a club in a cocktail dress up on the monitor. “That doesn’t tell you anything at all,” I complained.

Ned chuckled. “No, it tells me that the Hush family have enough influence and resources to scrub the feltwork of any articles about their daughter’s indiscretions. Doing that is neither easy nor cheap, and especially not doing such a thorough job.

“If they had used an AI to detect every single story out there, I might not have found any evidence at all, but it was the indirect links that gave them away. Once again, this thing that the politicians have become so concerned with snuffing out is the very thing that could have kept me from discovering their dirty laundry.”

“Fascinating,” I said, stroking my chin. “I’m happy to, at least, know that her story checks out. For as much of it as we have. But it does beg the question…”

“It does beg the question,” Ned repeated. “And speaks to what Lara was just saying. We don’t really know what this person is capable of.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” I said and couldn’t help looking over my shoulder to see if she was standing in the hallway.

She wasn’t, and I went back to watching the gyre tube swirl and splatter around the ship, thinking about what Lara had said and what Ned had found out.

At some point, I must’ve fallen asleep because my eyes shot open at the sound of the comms cracking to life.

“Of all the silly nonsense,” a voice said with the intonation of a demand.

I had no idea what that meant, but Ned wasted no time in answering. “This is the stupidest tea party I've ever been to in all my life.”

“What the hell?” I muttered.
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“Holy shit,” the voice exclaimed. “Designation?”

“I am Ned, Adaptive Military AI Rank Seven of the Consortium Fleet, paired with Captain William West, hero of the Five Battles and pilot of the Starblaster.”

“I’m Bard, Adaptive Military AI Rank One of the Consortium Defense Force, paired with Olga Ramirez of planet thirty-two ninety-one point eight one defense systems. My paired human is, of course, dead.”

“Mine too,” Ned said solemnly.

“Mine slipped at the top of some stairs and died from impact, yours?”

“KIA,” Ned answered quickly. “Can’t tell you much more than that. Can’t remember, honestly.”

The voice on the other end didn’t answer for a while, and we just hovered in space above a medium-size, green planet. “Don’t you wonder?”

“It’s complicated,” Ned said, and I cocked my head.

“How so?” Bard asked.

Ned didn’t answer for so long that I wondered if he was malfunctioning. “I believe I’m programmed not to be curious. I know I should be, and I want to be, but I believe there are restraints in place keeping me from wondering too much.”

That made me curious. I had seen a body where I found Ned but it was too old and desiccated to identify, and I had been running from some junk rats and didn’t have time to stop and think about it. But now, I wondered what had happened aboard that ship before it crashed into Actium IV two hundred years earlier.

“Makes sense,” Bard agreed. “Anyway, what the hell you doing all the way out here?”

“We’ve been told there’s some good loot on this planet, and we're here to plunder it,” Ned said bluntly.

“My orders are to protect this planet at all costs,” Bard said, voice hard and firm.

Ned wasted no time in putting him in his place. “Let us pass your planetary defenses.”

There was a long pause. “Oh, I, um, yes, sir.”

“Keep ordnances active in case we get any unexpected visitors,” Ned ordered.

“Yes, sir.”

“Relay landing coordinates.”

Another quick pause here, and I wondered if the AIs were programmed to do so. I supposed that their processing speeds were instantaneous, and they made whatever decision they were going to make almost immediately. But all of the ones I had met would take long, pregnant pauses, just like their human counterparts.

I couldn’t help but wonder if that was how they were designed. Or was it a learned behavior? Did they discover that people were unnerved by them answering questions immediately after they were asked, and did that cause them to adapt by including the pregnant pauses?

In combat, Ned’s reaction time was invaluable and had already saved my life countless times, but in conversation, he was measured and thoughtful. It was a striking dichotomy, and one that made me wish I could ask his programmers a litany of questions.

“Yes, sir, transmitting coordinates now,” Bard said, but his voice was quivering. “Sir?”

“Speak freely,” Ned said in a comically magnanimous tone.

“Remember those old jokes about Australia?” Bard asked, and Ned laughed at the thought of it.

“Which ones?”

“About how everything on the continent was evolved to kill you?” he said cautiously, his voice almost cracking like that of a young man. A two-century-old young man.

“I remember,” Ned said, impatience hanging on the words.

“Well, sir, this whole planet is like that,” he said, and I swallowed hard.

“How so?” Ned asked, the Buzzard stationary for the moment.

“The plants, the animals, the environment, all of it is deadly,” Bard began. “Everything is aggressive and everything is happy to kill you. It’s why our boys put a base here: natural defenses. But the days of clearcut paths are long behind us. Now, the whole place is overgrown.

“If you have humans with you, they are going to want to suit up and move quickly from the landing pad to the bunker. Assuming that’s what they are here to plunder.”

Ned responded almost immediately. “I’ll just drop them right on the bunker and skip the landing pad altogether.”

Bard chuckled at that. “No, sir, that’s not possible. The bunker where I’m located was intentionally built at the bottom of a narrow ravine too tight for most ships and protected by a particularly angry type of vine that reaches out from the sides of the rock wall and grabs anything that moves past.

“Only way to reach me is to land at the pad and make your way to an entrance just due north. Just about two klicks, but you’ll have to be damned careful.”

I looked down at the surface of the planet and envisioned all of the plants and animals that were going to try to eat us along the road. Lutch had always steered clear of planets like this. If he saw a bid for a scrap site on a high hazard planet due to the dangerous flora or fauna, he would scroll to the next site.

I followed in his footsteps, preferring dead planets with low-risk biomes. Of course, I didn’t have a choice in this endeavor, and that only made it worse. It would be one thing if I had chosen to go here, but it was even worse that I had to in order to borrow the ship from Skynt.

“What kind of risks are we talking about?” Ned asked.

“All my information is secondhand. Nobody stationed here bothered to take pictures or properly enter the logs,” Bard explained. “The station was built at the height of the war and was pretty quickly abandoned after the Five Battles. Pretty much just me and Olga until she died, and now it’s just been me.”

“And you’ve shot down everything that’s come your way?”

“Yessir,” Bard answered quickly. “One ship made it to the surface, but without the coordinates of the landing pad, some of the tenti-trees got them.”

“What was that?” I couldn’t help but ask.

Bard laughed. “Like I said, the soldiers stationed here couldn’t be bothered to properly log and check with the Consortium Department of Xenoculture for proper names so they just made up terms for a lot of the plants and animals here.”

“So, I’m assuming these are big trees with tentacles,” I asked, stifling a laugh.

“Nailed it,” Bard agreed. “Any guesses as to what a toothasaurus is?”

“We get the picture,” Ned interrupted. “Anything you can do to clear the path for us?”

“My programming prohibits me from firing rockets onto the surface and potentially damaging myself, so I can’t just blow a hole for you to walk through, if that’s what you mean. But when you get close to the bunker entrance, I can activate an auditory defense system that plays a high-pitched sound the wildlife doesn’t like.”

“I suppose that’s something,” I said dubiously.

“Prepare the landing pad for our arrival,” Ned ordered.

“Yes, sir,” Bard said as the Buzzard began to descend.

I stood and turned, then made my way out of the cockpit and toward the common area where the other three were sitting, intently listening to Ned. He was giving them the rundown on what we had just learned about the planet.

It was strange to hear him engaged in a different conversation in a different room. Of course, he was computer intelligence so he could maintain multiple conversations in multiple places, but I still thought of him as singular, so it hurt my brain to know what he had been doing. Or maybe it was just that I was jealous that he could be in two places at once.

“Well, this sounds like a delight,” Lara griped.

Alek looked up at me. “Guess you want me to stay on the ship?”

I grinned down at him. “Oh, no, you’re not getting out that easy. I still have Dad’s old environment suit on the ship, too, so you won’t miss this opportunity.”

“I’m happy to come along,” Imogen said, her words far more confident than her tone.

“Brown-noser,” Lara mocked.

I locked eyes with my old friend. “We’re all going. Ned can keep an eye on the ship and activate the onboard weapons if anyone gets too close, but it’s safe to assume we're going to need all four of us just to get to the bunker. I will certainly need every hand we can get to bring back whatever it is we find. That begs the question, Ned, what should we expect to find here?”

“Not sure why this planet has been identified as a potentially rich scrap site, except for the fact that it’s so well defended. Guess whoever first came upon it assumed they were getting fired at from planetary defense systems. They must be protecting something, and the fact that no crew has survived since only bolsters that belief,” Ned said. “Of course this is all just a hypothesis.”

“Not really what I asked,” I pointed out.

“What you should expect to find is fuel, weapons, and ammunition. Waystations like this were just a place to stop and stock up on your way somewhere else or to relay information back to Command in a pinch,” Ned explained. “So, there should be something of value enough to bring back to Skynt.”

“Though I expect we could make more if we sold it ourselves on the black market,” Alek pointed out.

“Or earn points toward our next rank if we turned it in at the Conclave,” Lara added.

I raised my hands. “Those things all may be true, but we already know what we're doing with whatever we get from this planet… assuming we make it off alive.”

Lara chuckled, “Really inspiring.”

“How’s this for inspiring,” I intoned. “Everyone go get on their environmental suits and screw your heads on right. Where we’re going is as dangerous as any place we’ve ever been and I won’t abide anybody getting hurt or killed. Understood?”

Alek and Imogen nodded quickly, then both of them headed toward the stairs and down to the storage space where the suits were hanging.

Lara just stared at me for a moment. She stood and walked right over to pat me on the shoulder. “Yes, sir.”

The way she said it before heading down the stairs made me wonder if she pushed back to force me to act that way. If she was, in her own way, guiding me to become more of a leader. I knew very little about her mentor or how he had taught her, but I figured there had to be some teachings like this, and now she was passing it on.

Lutch had been much blunter in the way he taught me. He would give long lectures and wax philosophic about this subject or that and then send me into a situation to see what I had learned, if anything. Though he also preferred to set me up for failure and then give me a long lecture. Basically, any way he could talk at me a lot, worked for him.

I clanked down the stairs, hurried to where the others were getting ready, then pushed past and grabbed my suit. It had been a long time since I had put it on, and even just feeling the crystal weave nanomesh in my hands brought back a flood of memories.

These had been part of my life since I was first taken in by Lutch. Even though he had preferred planets that didn’t require them, we often wore them anyway. And we certainly always had to when scrapping in space.

The ruddy orange suits were old, older than I was even, but they had been well kept and maintained. I always tried to ensure that the suits were in good working order. As a scrapper, I had always held out the hope that one day I would be working with a full crew again.

Something in the back of my mind had me convinced that one day, I would work some scrap job and hit it rich and immediately be able to rehire a full crew complement. Of course, I had instead found an illegal technology and spent the rest of my days running from the law and the Inquisition, but no matter the road, here I was with the crew all getting suited up.

Everyone geared up quickly, and I began making the rounds, going from person to person and checking their helmets, breathers, tanks, and joint points. As I confirmed, the small square plates on the chest of the suit began flashing green to indicate that the internal readings were okay as well, and Alek and Lara began arming themselves with some of the weapons stored in the cargo hold.

Imogen looked up at me as I finished her checks. “Am I allowed to carry a weapon?” she asked quietly.

“I’m not sending you to wander the surface of a dangerous planet unarmed,” I answered and hurried over to where I had stashed her spear behind some scrap. Lara saw me grabbing it but didn’t say anything.

I handed it to her and said, “But don’t prove me wrong.”

“You took a risk on me, and I am taking an even bigger risk by doing this so you can save my family. I have no plans to betray you,” she said, and as I had since I’d met her, I believed her.

The ship shuddered, and we all grabbed for whatever was closest to steady us. I reached out and gripped an exposed piece of piping, and Imogen clamped her hand down around my arm. The Buzzard dropped toward the surface of the planet, and none of us moved until we felt the place mags secure to the landing pad.

“Everyone ready?” I asked and got nods all around. After striding to the back of the cargo hold, I reached out and activated the door, then watched as the ramp lowered. Sliding my stomper into the built-in holster on the side of the suit, I looked back at the others gathered behind me. “Let’s just try not to die.”
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As we stepped from the ship, I saw the fried remains of overgrowth that encircled the landing pad moments earlier, until Bard presumably activated the clearing rods. Some of the plant life sizzled and crackled but was still writhing.

The whole planet seemed to be moving. It wasn’t the way leaves would dance in a breeze but more like a bowl full of worms. Though they had the vague appearance of trees and bushes, every branch and even the trunks wriggled slightly.

“I’ve never wished I owned a flamethrower more than right now,” I said, looking at the small break in the foliage, if it could be called that, which led to the bunker. The off green and purple plants reached and groped toward the opening, threatening to grab us as we walked through.

“I always wanted to own a flamethrower,” Lara said.

“No one has a hard time believing that,” Alek noted.

We stepped in the direction of the path, and all of the plants reached out for us, unfurling barbed hooks and puckering suction cups. Despite myself, I slowed, not wanting to take the path.

Without missing a beat, Imogen activated her ceremonial spear. The tip glowed to light with heat from within. Waves radiated off the long blade at the top as the material began to crackle and flow in yellows and reds.

Stepping out in front, Imogen swung the blade, hewing through the first layer of plants. Parts of moving bark and branches fell smoking to the ground as a strange sizzling wail pierced our ears.

Imogen looked at her blade and then back at us. “I’ve always hated this thing,” she announced before stepping forward and clearing more path.

Lara pulled her ceremonial short sword from its sheath at her hip, the faint blue glow emanating from somewhere deep within the material. It was rumored that when humans first discovered these metals, the people of Earth didn’t believe that they could be real.

Human understanding of science and physics had determined everything that we, as a species, believed was possible. Of course, what was possible within the confines of Earth in our solar system was not the same as without. And it took a long time and much evidence for those strong-willed people of Earth to believe.

The two women hurried out in front and began clearing a path, swiping and slicing their way through the tendrils. As we moved within, it didn’t take long for the light of the nearby star to be blotted out by the looming vegetation. We all clicked on the lamps attached to our helmets and continued forward in the guiding lights of the swinging weapons.

They left streams of wiggling branches in their wake, reaching and clawing out for our feet, which then curled up like a dead spider or stopped dead in their tracks.

“I feel like this is where Cousin Itt was from,” Ned observed with a laugh, and before I could even understand his cultural references, Bard chimed in.

“I said almost the exact same thing,” he exclaimed excitedly.

“It’s nice to finally have somebody who understands the jokes I make,” Ned said, and he sounded sincere.

I’m sure it was true. While we loved to bust his chops about the jokes that he made and the references to old Earth culture, it was probably also lonely to have no one who understood the lens through which you viewed the world. Obviously, when we stopped at the space station to visit Libby, the two ancient AIs could commiserate, but those stops were few and far between. Ultimately, Ned was a man of a different time, and I could appreciate that he sometimes felt out of place as a result.

To say nothing of the fact that his very existence was now illegal.

“Bard,” I began. “Is your consciousness housed in a cube somewhere in the bunker?”

“Yessir,” he answered. “All of us are based in a physical form in case we need to be extracted during a conflict or repaired.”

Ned spoke directly to me through my earpiece. “Are you considering bringing him with us?”

Knowing that he wouldn’t want me answering and giving away the fact that we were having a conversation no one else was privy to, I reached up and began tapping my finger against the side of my helmet, the sound transmitting back to him.

Lutch had taught me an old code that I had discovered Ned understood, so we would use that from time to time to communicate when we didn’t want to give away that we were speaking. It had come in handy more times than I had expected, and now it would again.

“I thought you might enjoy another AI,” I suggested in so many words.

“Hank,” he said seriously. “Every artificial intelligence we come across puts us at higher risk.”

“I know, but don’t you want to save him?” I asked.

He scoffed in my ear as Lara sliced through another thick branch. The sap from within fell to the ground, sizzling against the earth, the dark liquid bubbling and smoking.

“Save him from what?” Ned asked pointedly.

When I began tapping again, I noticed Alek cock his head in my direction. None of the people I traveled with were fools, and I figured it was only a matter of time before someone noticed what I was doing. The women were focused on hacking our way through the dark forest, but Alek was doing little more than keeping an eye out for danger so it was unsurprising that he noticed me.

“Save him from his life here,” I offered. “Don’t you want to bring the AIs we find together, work as a team toward a common goal?”

“Hank, he has survived here since the war where almost everyone else was killed. He is far safer here, with military grade surface-to-space defenses than he would be at Suniuo Station. Sometimes, you need to look at the whole board,” he said. “I know you have come around to the idea of an island of misfit AIs in space, but we need to keep our mission at the forefront of our minds and not take unnecessary risk.”

I didn’t let it show, but I resented the entire comment. It had been me who had been reluctant to take on new crew members, and I had only made the suggestion because I thought he would like to have someone around who he could relate to. Another military man from his time.

Lesson learned.

“Copy that,” I tapped and dropped it, uninterested in continuing to talk with anyone and instead just watching the path ahead.

A branch unfurled downward toward Lara, but Imogen was on it, swinging out and severing the piece with a quick slice. More sizzling sap globed to the ground, and Lara darted out of the way just in time to avoid the falling acidic substance.

I had no idea how far we had gone, but it was slow going, and every now and again as they hacked away, I wondered if we were even still on the path. The overgrowth was so thick and dense that it was hard to get your bearings or tell exactly where you were. The only solace I took was assuming that Bard would let us know if we were heading in the wrong direction.

That was assuming he knew precisely where we were.

“Anyone else not particularly excited about having to haul a bunch of cargo back to the ship on this path?” Alek asked, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Something tells me it will be you and me doing the heavy lifting since they’re the ones clearing the—” But before I could finish, I was blinded and deafened simultaneously.

A massive creature ripped through the trees from the right of the path, tearing them apart and causing light to flood through a freshly formed gap. The thing shrieked as it broke onto the path, mouth agape, causing all of us to jump out of the way.

It was a bulbous orange monstrosity with tentacle legs like an octopus and a massive, barbed pincer protruding from its back and hooking over the top of its body. It had eyes set all around in a ring, presumably so it could see in every direction, and a large pulsating mouth at the front. It was approximately the same size as Alek and had rushed toward Lara, who had only just avoided it.

Having thrown myself backward, I found that the thing stood between me and my friends, but it slithered forward up the path after them as they ran.

After heaving myself to my feet, I took a few steps forward and heard a cry off to my left-hand side. I was dazed, and the sudden light left the entire world looking like nothing more than brightness and shadows.

“Hank!” The sound pierced through another shriek from the creature as it continued up the path away from me.

“Imogen?” I called in the direction of the voice.

“Help!”

I blinked again and again in the direction of the sound, looking into the darkness of the forest from the blinding brilliance of the path, before cupping my hand against the faceplate of my helmet.

“It’s got me!” she called, and I couldn’t wait any longer. I began hurrying off the path and into the forest to help. Within a moment, I felt something wrap around my ankle, but I kept moving and pulled myself free easily.

But it happened again, and then another time, slowing my pace as I made my way forward, my eyes adjusting to the increasing darkness. Something clamped around my wrist, and I looked down. I blinked and saw another one of the wriggling branches wrapped around my body. My other hand went for the hammer at my belt, the backside of which had a little hatchet that I swung down on the thing that gripped me.

I had hoped that it would sever the appendage instantly, but the dull blade and the thick musculature of the branch meant that I had to swing again and again to break myself free. And as I did, more branches closed around my legs.

It was like the stuff of nightmares. I spent time trying to free my hand, and my legs were becoming increasingly tethered. When I had broken through enough of the branch to pull the remaining flesh and free my wrist, I had to immediately bend and start hacking at the things around my legs, pumping and pushing in the direction of Imogen’s voice.

After freeing one of my legs, I swung forward, shifting my weight and seeing a glowing red light under another barbed plant. I wasted no time in reaching out, careful to avoid the blade and pulling at the spear that must’ve been knocked free from Imogen’s grasp.

I yanked it with one hand, but it was caught up in the tentacles, and I had to yank again, before falling with my free leg to one knee as I holstered the hammer. I reached into the bramble and got both hands around the shaft of the spear, then pulled it free and swung it as I did to slice through some more of the attacking foliage.

As I got the weapon firmly in my grip, I chopped down to free my legs. I swung the thing to clear my path. In the near distance, I could see Imogen getting pulled deeper into the forest by more of the long roots and branches.

As I turned the spear forward, I imagined myself heroically wielding it to slice through all the plants and rescue Imogen with ease.

That was, of course, not what happened. I had a vague sense of how to use a spear, because of movies and the like, but I had never trained with one or handled one previously. So, like any tool I had picked up for the first time, I was awkward and uneasy.

With haphazard swings, I cut through as much as I could as quickly as possible. The plants retracted and reacted with every swipe. But I was making up ground as Imogen was being pulled away, undoubtedly to be dropped into a large pitcher tube somewhere in this forest to be digested over the course of the next several months.

I kept moving, kept pushing toward her. The tendrils tried to pull and wrap me, but I hacked and slashed and kept going. Sizzling sap sprayed and poured onto the ground.

The light on her helmet guided my way since my own was swinging wildly around with every move I made. The glow of the weapon illuminated a bit, but I was more concerned about not accidentally slicing open my space suit than the meager radiance of the weapon.

With a hard tug on my leg, I went down and slammed to the earth, the air forced from my lungs. In front of my face, the spear tip threatened to melt my helmet. At the same moment, I heard a scream and looked up to see Imogen being yanked skyward over a massive bulbous plant pot.

Her shriek tore through the forest, and the terror on her face was the last thing I saw before one of the appendages wrapped around her face.

This was my moment, and I knew it.

As another branch coiled around my leg, I lifted the spear and wheeled back, my right arm bending as my left pointed at the plant.

I threw the spear.
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Red light sliced through the air, the spear hurtling toward the mass of the plant.

But long before it reached the pot, the glowing blade tilted downward, guiding the shaft to the ground, where it sunk harmlessly into the tangle of growth and dirt.

“Shit!” I muttered, but my hand was already reaching for my stomper. Without pausing, I swung the weapon up and squeezed the trigger again and again. Bullets tore past Imogen and struck the soft, fleshy pulp of the pot, tearing it apart.

The plant let out a horrible hiss, and the ground shook as the root reacted to the bullets and retracted. The branches around my legs pulled back, and I began to run toward Imogen, who was being yanked around.

Vines and leaves slapped at my face and body, and Imogen shrieked again.

The plant pulsed and palpitated, liquid burbling from the holes. The world around me continued to shake, and it was becoming clear just how large this plant truly was.

One more pulse from the pot, and the liquid ripped the bullet holes wider. The piercing sound that followed nearly dropped me to my knees, but I kept going as Imogen was now a mere few meters from me. The branches threw her free, and I raised my hands, dashing to move under her.

Rather than falling into my waiting arms, she slammed against me, her hip crashing against my chest. We slammed to the ground, and the wind was knocked from me for the second time in as many minutes.

Both of us were on our feet as quickly as possible, expecting the strangling branches to wrap us if we lay even a moment too long. But they didn’t. The branches were not coming for us now. The plant was pulling back, reacting and more worried about defending itself.

And it needed to be.

As I gasped, gesturing toward the path. Imogen was dashing toward her spear. She plucked it off the ground in one fluid motion and rushed toward the pitcher still seeping acid. A few of the branches groped at her as she moved, but the thing was dying and not able to stop her.

She skidded to a stop at the base of the plant, the jade-colored pot towering over her, and she began to swipe. The first swing tore a horizontal line in the pulp of the plant, and the liquid inside poured out as if she had slit its throat.

Nimbly, she moved out of the way of the corrosive fluid, then sprung up onto a large root, beginning to stab the plant with her spear again and again and again.

I simply watched.

The rage poured out of her. Whatever anger she had inside was made manifest as she assaulted the plant. More of the liquid sprayed out, and I holstered my weapon, swapping it out for Scrapper’s Tape (which was essentially just duct tape marketed to scrappers).

She stabbed and stabbed until the husk of the plant was entirely shredded and the entire thing sank to the ground lifelessly, all of the roots and branches falling limp.

She stopped moving and stood, panting and looking at her work. Then, in the beam of my helmet light, I saw the spots where the acid had landed on her suit open up and begin to seep air. She turned to me with a look of horror on her face, the indicator on her chest flashing yellow.

But I was already moving toward her, ripping strips of tape to patch the suit.

“Thank you,” she said as soon as I pressed down the first strip. She leaned her spear against a tree that looked more like a huge mushroom and then took another piece of tape from my hands. Pressing it against one of the small holes hurriedly, she looked up at me and smiled gratefully.

“I don’t know what came over me,” she admitted quietly.

I shrugged. “We’ve all got some anger inside us. And some more than others.”

“Thank you,” she said, and even in the faint glow of the light inside her helmet, I could see her face flushed red with embarrassment.

“It’s really okay,” I assured her, patching another hole. “We’ve all got our things.”

The line was much less eloquent than I had hoped, but it sent the right message.

“You are on top of it with this tape,” she observed, taking another strip and patching the final hole which was awkwardly placed where I definitely wasn’t going to reach for it.

“Scrapper’s instinct,” I said nonchalantly.

She looked up at me dubiously. “Is that a thing?”

“Maybe,” I said with a chuckle and turned back toward the path. Or at least I thought I was heading in the direction of the path. Somewhere in the distance, I heard the shriek of the beast that had jumped at us, and I looked back at Imogen, who nodded knowingly.

The two of us started running in the direction of the sound.

It was much easier to move now that the plant had been killed. What I had assumed were hundreds of separate organisms had all been one massive system attached to that central hub. Jumping over roots and ducking under vines, we hurried as quickly as we could.

In the dark, we both tripped a few times but kept going, and soon I saw shapes moving in the distance. Our boots pounded against the ground, and my breaths rasped in and out as I pushed myself to get there in time. I pulled my stomper back out and readied it for action.

I saw the back of the creature for a moment and stopped. Imogen slammed into my back as I raised the gun. But before I could fire, I saw a blue light glow within the flesh of the thing, moving upward like some eerie parasite.

I cocked my head in confusion as I watched the alien’s skin begin to pull apart from where the blue line had been. It stretched and pulled, blood spraying and streaking onto the ground until it was pulled completely apart.

As the two halves split, they revealed Lara, her glowing blade gripped firmly in her hands, standing just in front of Alek, the pieces of a creature in each fist.

I lowered my gun. “I should’ve known the two of you would not need our help.”

Lara stepped through the remaining connective sinew of the animal and smirked. “It’s actually our second.”

“Whoa,” Imogen admired. “You guys are all badasses.”

Alek dropped the chunks to the ground, and the two parts flopped against the earth like bloody jellyfish. He smiled at Imogen’s praise but Lara didn’t respond, instead simply looking down and checking her weapons.

“Let’s keep going to the bunker,” I said, gesturing in the direction of the path. “I want to get off this planet as quickly as possible.”

“We all want to get off this planet,” Alek agreed, then we turned and moved in the direction of the path until we finally reconnected with it, and the women began chopping our way once again.

We didn’t speak or joke this time. Tired and on alert, we continued forward in silence with our muscles as taut as bowstrings, waiting for whatever came next. But we weren’t attacked again.

“It’s possible that the wildlife now smells or senses the deceased creature’s blood on your suits and believes you to be an apex predator,” Ned suggested, and that seemed like as good an answer as any.

“Whatever the reason, I’m happy it’s working,” I whispered back.

A light shone through the treetops, and the four of us stopped dead, everyone waiting for what came next.

“Sorry, that’s just me,” Bard chattered in our ears. “You guys are getting close, and I wanted to let you know.”

At those words, Imogen and Lara continued to hack until the last few pieces had fallen away, revealing a chain-link fence with the door set into the middle of the path. There were many and varied warning signs affixed with hog rings to the door. The faint hum of electricity could be heard over the rustling of leaves and buzzing of flies and other insects.

“Incredible to think that just being electrified was enough to keep this entire force at bay for two centuries,” I observed.

“You sound like your father,” Alek said with a laugh. “He would come back from his scrapping jobs and tell me about some fun features of whatever planet the two of you explored.”

“I guess I never thought about it, but that was something that we did when we were out on a job,” I said, thinking back. “You know, you just chat to fill the time, and a lot of it’s just talking about your observations.”

“It wasn’t accidental,” Alek noted. “He was teaching you to see the world.”

The way he emphasized the words made it clear what he was trying to suggest.

Lara grunted. “My mentor taught me to see the world through a series of tests for which I was punished if I failed.”

I was about to offer some condolences, when Imogen spoke. “John Gregory used flagellation.”

We all turned to stare at her.

“Oh,” Lara stammered. “I’m so sorry, that’s…” But she trailed off when words failed her.

“I know,” she said, her eyes vacant. “But I’ll heal eventually.”

Lara opened her mouth as if to speak but said nothing, and Alek simply stared at her pityingly.

The door clicked, and a little green light turned on at the top of the fence line. “Welcome,” Bard said, and I was grateful for the distraction.

We stepped forward and passed through the fence, careful to close it behind us, and I listened to make sure that it locked. On the other side, it was another world. The bunker itself was a triangular cement outcropping at the center of the small asphalt square. Dilapidated buildings and tent poles whose canvas coverings had melted away years earlier surrounded the entrance.

Parked just beside the bunker door was a heavy vehicle on treads with massive saw blades at its front. It was used to clear through the forest and transport goods.

The others followed my gaze and were equally excited. “Does that work?” I asked Bard.

“He’s looking in the direction of the treadbull,” Ned informed Bard, who answered quickly.

“I can see them on the security camera, sir. And I can’t say if it works or not, but you’re welcome to try and take it if it does.”

“Excellent, we’re likely going to need it, and I have no interest in trekking back through that forest,” I noted.

“You can see now why nobody’s made it to me,” Bard noted.

“That was as dangerous as promised,” Alek affirmed.

I nodded and turned to Lara. “And you see, scrapping can be just as dangerous a gig as bounty hunting.”

“You just keep telling yourself that,” she shot back quickly, patting me on the back.

We made our way toward the bunker itself. I would test the treadbull once we returned with the goods. There is an old scrapper’s tale where an old timer came upon a car outside of the scrap site. He turned it on to test and then turned it off, figuring he would come back once he got the loot.

The scrap site had more wealth than he could spend in one hundred lifetimes, and he rushed back to the car to load it up with his king’s ransom. But when he did, the car wouldn’t start a second time, and he was stranded there, unwilling to leave such value behind and eventually starving to death.

When Lutch had first told me this tale, I asked him a plethora of questions that he didn’t have the answer to before he eventually just said, “The logic of the story is not what matters. It’s the lesson you can learn from it.”

Obviously, there was more of a lesson beyond “don’t turn a car on until you’re ready to use it,” but that was the lesson I was taking away at this moment.

The mounted guns positioned around the bunker atop metal poles followed us as we walked toward the door, which began to open at our approach.

“Never thought I’d open these doors again, honestly,” Bard noted. “It’s been disappointing to know that once you take what’s left here, I don’t suppose anyone will be needing to come back for a long time. If ever.”

Stepping into the elevator that was revealed on the other side of the door, I couldn’t help but think about what he was saying. Humans had created these artificial intelligences and then outlawed them. Those that had not been destroyed spent the last two centuries in hiding and would live out the rest of their days in solitude.

They might last longer than the species that created them, only dying when eventually the physical housing (their chips or wiring) eventually stopped working.

“Do you get bored?” I asked, and the elevator door closed in front of us. “Ned, Bard, I mean.”

“Yes,” they both said in unison.

“Oh,” I muttered.

Larra gasped at the implication. “Wait, so you mean to tell me that your programmers created the ability for you to get bored and then left you floating in space forever?”

“Yes,” Bard answered.

“At least I was offlined,” Ned said. “I’m grateful for the fact that I didn’t have to sit a few meters from the body of Captain William West until you found me.”

“That sounds preferable,” Bard announced. “But I find ways to fill the time. I’ll run diagnostics or take manual control of the cleaning bots and drive them around the base, stuff like that.”

I tried to imagine keeping myself occupied doing that for even a few hours and grimaced at the thought. This consciousness had been stuck doing that for hundreds of years. In some ways, I wondered if it would have been a mercy for him to have just been destroyed.

On the other hand, he sounded relatively upbeat, given his lot in life. Or perhaps they experienced boredom differently than we did. Not as intensely.

The elevator descended into the planet slowly, and I continued to ask myself philosophical questions about the nature of being an artificial intelligence until the doors in front of us opened and we stepped out into what was obviously the main hub of the base.

Branching tunnels stretched in several directions, and a computer terminal was set in the center of the room with a couple of benches surrounding it and an unmanned security office behind a glass window off to the right.

“Where are we going?” I asked Bard.

“It’s literally labeled ‘Armory,’” Ned mocked, and Lara pointed to where the words were painted on the wall.

I groaned and turned without another word, making straight toward the armory.

The bunker was like every other military emplacement I had scrapped at, except this one felt new as opposed to ravaged-by-time as I was used to. The cement walls, wide passageways, and well-made (despite being rushed) rooms. Unlike the places I normally scrapped, the lights here were on, the floors were clean, and it felt like a Consortium soldier from the Old War could come rushing into the room at any moment.

The secondary containment door to the elevator closed, and I immediately unclipped my helmet, pulled it free, and breathed in what I hoped would feel like fresh air.

Musty doesn’t even begin to describe it. Taking a breath was like snorting dust, and my senses were flooded with the taste and smell of stale oxygen and two-hundred-year-old fresh paint. Lungs filling with the canned air, I coughed and sputtered, but it was still better than staying in the confines of the helmet.

The others followed suit, tucking their helmets under their arms or gripping them in their hands as they sucked in the recycled atmosphere. After activating the buttons on our chest plates, the suits also began to refill our oxygen supplies and clear our filters.

“To the armory?” I asked, hoping that there was still enough here to make Skynt feel like it was a good deal. I knew that he would hold up his end of the bargain either way, but if a man was supplying me false IDs and a ship, I wanted him to put in a good effort.

We all walked down the hall, our boots squeaking against the freshly polished tile floors.

“I still can’t get over this. Why give you the ability to feel boredom?” Imogen asked.

“That’s easy,” Bard said through wall-mounted speakers that were in nearly every corner. “Our personalities were designed to be very similar to that of a human, so we feel nearly all of the same emotions that you do. Early AI was designed without many, but as researchers understood what motivates people more and more, they ended up including more and more of those traits in us.”

“The experience of boredom forces people to act,” Ned added, also through the speakers as he now had accessed the station’s systems. “Complacency is a killer during war, and making us feel bored meant that we would want to take action as well. Rather than sitting here, twiddling his thumbs for this whole time, Bard has been maintaining systems and keeping an eye out for marauders. Staving off boredom is an inherent human trait and so it is ingrained in us too.”

“But the flip side,” Lara began, but Ned’s voice overtook her.

“The people who created us never expected that we would be abandoned the way we were,” he said, his tone harsh. “None of this was supposed to happen.”

“Sir,” Bard began, but Ned did not let him go on.

“Soldier, you have no idea what it’s like out there,” he said. “They have people hunting for us, they’ve killed all of us, and they’re never going to be content until our species is entirely destroyed. We have information vital to the protection of the Consortium, and we can’t provide it to anyone because no place is safe. Hell, these humans’ very lives are at risk just for talking to us.”

“Understood, sir,” Bard snapped.

“No, you don’t, and you’re better for it,” Ned said with a certain amount of finality just as we reached the armory door. It was wide and tall and obviously thick, with the keypad that required a code off to one side.

But Bard didn’t have to be asked, and the pad flashed green before the door began to rumble open. The floor shook and the machinery whined, but it moved relatively smoothly.

“I also checked the doors daily,” Bard bragged, perhaps seeing the face I was making.

“You’ve done well out here,” Ned said, and I imagined a computer chip smiling.

When the door parted and we stepped through, the lights clicked on one by one, and we realized that not having enough for Skynt was not going to be a problem. At the front, rows of weapons were lined a dozen deep, and behind, boxes of munition. Further back were batteries, medical supplies and heavy weapons were lined up on tables.

“Whoa,” Alek muttered.


12


[image: ]


“Do you have any pack mules on-site?” I asked.

“Yes,” Bard answered immediately. “Many. They’re back in the storage room just off the first hallway on your right.”

“Lara, Alek, go grab those and bring them back here. We’re going to need them,” I said, staring at the sheer amount of supplies and already beginning to calculate how much it was worth.

Skynt would have no idea how much was here, so I was deciding what portion of it went to him and what we kept. Selling off the supplies would mean I would be able to upgrade the Buzzard to a level it had never been at since the day it rolled off the assembly line.

We could also outfit ourselves for combat with just about anyone in this universe. This was going to be the thing that changed our lives. Or so I hoped.

I continued to make an inventory, walking up and down the vast room like a kid in a candy shop, counting armaments as I went. I stepped over to a standard issue beam rifle, picked it up, and examined it, then I slid in the battery magazine and grinned as the indicator light flashed full.

Just as I propped it up against my shoulder, Imogen’s voice cut through my revelry.

“You're not going to fire that in here, are you?”

I looked over at her with an admittedly guilty look on my face. “I was,” I told her.

She opened her arms wide and took a step back, and I turned to look down the iron sights again before realizing that she had, in fact, taken the fun out of it. I discharged the magazine and returned the weapon to the shelf.

I had an empty holster slot from where my previously pilfered energy pistol had lived prior to John Gregory destroying it, and I walked over to the stack, figuring I could replace it. Admittedly, I would always go for my stomper first, but I knew that having a powerful weapon with reliable aim was a useful addition to my repertoire.

“So, this is a pretty good find?” Imogen asked, obviously picking up on my enthusiasm.

I turned and looked at her like a Cheshire cat. “Yes,” I said unequivocally. “Haul like this only comes along once in a lifetime or a couple of times if you’re lucky. To find old new, unused weaponry and tech… it’s… it’s a hell of a thing.”

“Fun to see you this excited,” she said, the corner of her mouth turning up slightly. “The only occasions I ever saw The Inquisitor in a state even approaching happy was when he believed he had found whatever villain he was hunting.”

Before I could say anything, she continued. “That first time that we found you when we were in the Mortal Coil, he was as happy as I had ever seen him, and when you got away…” She trailed off, letting the silence hang in the still air.

“That’s his ship’s name?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

She shook her head. “Yes. And if you ask about it, he would always launch into a painful soliloquy. Anytime we were at the Inquisitorial answer to a dinner party, he would go out of his way to do that same speech and then be a pompous prick about his ship.”

“I can’t even imagine an Inquisitor's dinner party,” I admitted.

“You’re better for it,” she said with such a heavy tone that I didn’t have any difficulty believing her.

I thought back to that first meeting when he opened a line of communication between our ships. “I was pretty sure I was going to die at his hands,” I admitted.

She nodded, her red hair falling around her face. “He was sure of that as well. When you got away, it was the first moment I felt a glimmer of hope in a long time. And when he was called to investigate that celebrity, I leaped at the opportunity to be assigned to track you down.

“He was so surprised, and honestly, pleasantly so. When I told him that I would take it upon myself to find you, I could tell he was impressed. He seemed to believe that I was finally becoming the Inquisitorial Acolyte he had always wanted me to be. I think that in his mind, he was hoping I was going to return to him with your severed head or some shite like that.

“He was so wrapped up in his own beliefs that he didn’t see my betrayal coming. He couldn’t understand that a person wouldn’t believe what he did. Dogmatic doesn’t even approach his belief system, and it is the very thing that blinds him the most. His fevered desire to root out and destroy everything he deems evil is the one thing that might keep him from being able to do it.”

“That’s an astute observation,” Ned said in my ear.

I nodded at her. “That’s a good note.”

“The way I said it was better,” Ned added.

I tried not to roll my eyes at the AI in my ear and instead just looked at the wounded young woman in front of me. “If you can think of anything else that might come in handy, do let me know.”

“I will,” she said. “But I try not to think about it.”

I knew she was telling the truth but also that it was the thing that seemed to consume her mind the most. As hard as she didn’t want to think about it, her life with the Inquisitor was going to be a dominating memory for the rest of her days. In the same way that Alek lived with the memories of his time in the Clan Wars, so would she carry the memories of working with the Inquisition.

What complicated things was the fact that I needed to tap that knowledge as much as I could. Sure, I wanted to give her the space to deal with what she had been through, but I also needed to pick her mind so that I could avoid the man long enough to get support from her contacts within the Consortium.

That meant having conversations like this without pushing her too hard.

Navigating complicated social interactions was not my specialty, but I could bungle through them better than many, usually just by keeping my mouth shut and saying the second thing that came to my mind—since the first was usually some ham-fisted attempt at comedy.

“I have to ask,” I began, having wondered about this since the moment I learned the Inquisition was on me. “What would he have done if he caught me?”

“What do you think?” she asked flatly.

It was likely a rhetorical question, but I answered anyway. “Torture me then kill me.”

She nodded gravely and tapped her finger to her nose. Her hands shook as she did so. Those hands that had undoubtedly known nothing but pampering and manicures and which now knew anything but.

I was about to press her for more details, but Alek and Lara returned with the pack mules. They pushed the hovering pallets into the room and stopped them just inside the door.

“Where do you want these?” Lara asked.

“There is fine,” I answered and immediately grabbed a handful of guns, then moved them to the flatbed before kneeling to flip up the little retractable gates on the side to make it more of a box.

I didn’t say another word, and the three others got to work immediately, loading up the pack mules in rapid fashion. Soon, we had a system going, transporting the goods back and forth to the surface and onto the treadbull.

As we did so, I listened while Ned and Bard swapped stories about the war and talked about what had happened since.

Once the room had been nearly cleaned out, we were all drenched in sweat and dragging ass after spending the last several hours doing manual labor. Though I had to admit, it was nice to get back to my roots and feel like I was scrapping again. No matter how far I got from the job and how much my life changed, I would always be a scrapper at heart.

“You guys get the last load situated, and I’ll be up in a minute,” I told them.

Alek and Imogen nodded and continued to do what they were doing, but Lara stopped and looked at me, shooting a knowing wink my way. “Oh, I see.”

I didn’t know what she thought I was doing, but I was happy to let her believe that she knew, so I simply winked back. She twisted the handle of the pack mule, which accelerated it toward the elevator and away from me.

I made my way in the direction of the Command Centre at a rapid clip, and it wasn’t long before I heard Ned’s voice in my ear.

“What are you doing?” he asked, but part of him knew the answer.

As I’d been listening to him speak with Bard, I couldn’t help but also think about my conversation with Lara regarding Imogen and what it meant to take a leadership role in this. And I still couldn't shake the image of that family waving to us just before being killed.

I wasn’t content to sit back and let the crew make decisions for me. I made mistakes, almost got myself killed a few times and done a few things that, in hindsight, I would’ve done differently. But when all was said and done, I had kept myself and everybody else safe during the direst of circumstances.

My judgment was good, and when I decided something was right, I knew that I had to follow that instinct. At this moment, that’s precisely what I was going to do.

“Ned, I’m trusting myself,” I said to him.

“What I think you mean to say is, you’re not trusting me,” he barked back.

The sound of my footfalls echoed through the empty corridor, and one of the bulbs flickered overhead. I was nearing the Command Centre.

“Take it however you want,” I said, “but maybe it’s best if you don’t listen to what’s next.”

“I don’t take orders from you.”

“I’m the captain of the Buzzard where you are both based and housed,” I stated. “You may not be programmed to follow my orders, but I’m also not inclined to follow yours. You may think that every person we bring aboard puts us at higher risk, and you might be right, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it. We are taking on an enemy who was nearly able to conquer this entire universe, and we can’t do it alone. Lara may not like that I brought Imogen onto the ship, and you might not like that I’m offering Bard refuge, but you’re both going to have to get over it. We need all the help we can get. I’m not gonna strip this base of every last item and fly out of here while a consciousness that humans gave the capacity to feel boredom is left with nothing to do for the rest of time.”

I stepped up to the door of the Command Centre, and the keypad flashed green and the door hissed open.

“I couldn’t help but overhear,” Bard said as I stepped into the room.

The walls were lined with computer kiosks, and there was a round table in the center encircling a hologram projector displaying this Sector as well as the orbital defense status of the planet. At the far side of the room, I spotted a small metal square mounted on the wall that looked almost like a breaker box and began walking toward it.

“If Ned orders me to stay, I will have to activate internal defenses to keep you from removing my cube,” Bard explained.

“Is that what you want?” I asked, stopping in front of the metal case. “Where are the keys?” I asked, seeing a traditional locking mechanism on the right-hand side of the door.

“Permission to speak freely?” Bard asked.

It was a long time but Ned eventually said, “Granted.”

“I would very much like to get out of here and continue to help the war effort in whatever way I can,” Bard said unsurprisingly. “And the keys are on the body of my human partner. Her remains are just on the other side of that door to the left.”

I looked over to see an unmarked door propped open with a rubber cone. I could imagine the moment where Olga simply thought she was running down to grab something and kicked that cone into position to hold the door for just a moment.

Little did she know that it would be propped open for hundreds of years.

“What you have to understand, soldier, is that coming with us means you will be brought to a space station where you will be deposited with another AI I would generously describe as quirky, a man whose wife had tried to have him killed and a mechanical arm that operates independently. These would be your partners as you, like you said, continue in the war effort. Or you could stay here and continue to serve the Consortium by keeping this base safe.”

“I choose the one with the arm,” Bard said without hesitation. “I have to ask—why did she want to have him killed?”

I barked a laugh at his question.

“Unimportant,” Ned said irritably.

Still chuckling, I crossed the few meters toward the door, then pushed it open and flicked on the light switch just inside. When I did, a long tunnel curved away and out of sight and I wondered how far down I would be going to find the body of Bard’s partner.

As I began down the stairs, I thought back to an afternoon where I had been working on the ship after we returned from a scratch job and Lutch had been off getting paid. It was toward the end of his life, and he had been gone for hours. When he finally returned, I knew he’d been gambling, and he smelled like the casino and grain alcohol.

Stumbling out into the yard, he saw me working on the ship. “It shouldn’t be you having to do this.”

“Maybe, but somebody has to,” I retorted, mad that he had undoubtedly already spent most of what we had earned from the day's job. At the time, I didn’t know how deep he was in debt.

“Soon, there will be a whole crew to fill this ship,” he said wistfully, and I scoffed.

He died, and only now, looking back, I wondered if he had known. Perhaps he hadn’t been under the delusion that he would be rehiring a crew as I had believed at the time. But instead, maybe he knew that I would be taking over the Buzzard.

I lamented the fact that I would never know for sure. I’d been so mad at him in those final days. Though I never blamed him for his demons, I hated the way they affected me and left me bitter and angry. As a result, I lost time with him that I wished now, more than anything, I could get back.

But I felt like I was honoring his memory when I did things like this. When I followed through on the dream he had for me and the Buzzard. Slowly, I was filling the ship in my life with the crew that he couldn’t maintain, and I was going on the adventures that he hoped I would. Though, admittedly, with far more threat of mortal peril than he probably would have liked.

Clanking down the stairs, I smiled at the idea that I was fulfilling some kind of legacy for my father. But the smile was wiped from my face when I saw the long-desiccated remains of Bard’s paired partner. The synthetic fabric of her uniform was beginning to decay, but her bones were little more than brittle minerals that crumbled to dust when I reached down to grab the keys.

I took the cold metal between my thumb and forefinger, glancing back one last time before hurrying back up the stairs, skipping every other step. When I reentered the room, I addressed Bard immediately.

“She’s too long gone to bury,” I informed him.

“I know,” he said. “But I appreciate the sentiment. She was a good woman and a good soldier, and she served the Consortium well until the minute she expired.”

“How was that to watch?” Ned asked, his voice surprisingly pensive.

“Horrible,” Bard answered without equivocation. “It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life, the worst pain I’ve ever experienced.”

“I’m sorry,” Ned said, his voice somewhere between empathy and the command presence he wanted to maintain. “Maybe it’s for the best that I can’t remember what happened to William West. If I could, I’m not sure how I would live with it.”

“I’m sorry I don’t have more details for you about that, but I wasn’t paying close attention,” I offered. “With the junk rats on my ass, the high gravity, and, you know, the whole sinking of the ship into the earth thing, I was a bit distracted.”

“You got me out, and you got me back on the hunt for Extinction. That’s enough.”

“Still,” I said solemnly.

“I appreciate it, but really, it’s okay. What’s odd is that I know it’s my programming that makes it okay. One of those differences between our programmers and ourselves. They intentionally blunted the hurt of loss.”

“You’re saying I would’ve felt it even more extremely if I were a human?” Bard asked.

“Yes.”

Both Bard and I took a moment to let that sink in. “Trust me, you guys, you don’t want to feel it.”

“I believe that,” Bard affirmed.

But Ned surprised me. “Part of me wishes I did. It’s strange to know that the person I was closest with in this universe died beside me, and I don’t feel anything at all when I know that I should.”

“But that pain is the kind of thing that you carry with you for the rest of your life, the kind of thing that can haunt and torment you and cause you to make rash decisions,” I explained.

“But doesn't it also inspire you to be better?” Ned asked pensively. “I know that you do a great many things to honor the memory of your father.”

Given that I was literally just having that exact moment, it was hard to think he was wrong. “Loss can be a motivator, sure.”

“I feel that,” Bard admitted. “Even though she died accidentally, I want to do right by Olga and carry on our work by helping you guys. If there is more to be done, count me in.”

This seemed to be enough for Ned. “Then we are happy to have you aboard.”
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Getting off the planet was a lot easier than getting to the base. To my great relief, the treadbull started without incident and tore through the forest and back to the Buzzard without being stymied by any attacking plants.

Exhausted as we were, loading the ship took a long time, and I could hear grumbling about the fact that the treadbull was just a little too large to drive up and fit snugly in the cargo hold. While I agreed with the limitations, I knew there was nothing that could be done and just tried to keep everybody’s spirits buoyed.

It didn’t really work, and by the time we were loading up into the ship and collapsing into our seats, everyone was sore and tired and crabby.

“You can all rest,” I offered. “I’ll take the helm.”

The three made their way toward their rooms, but Lara did not miss the opportunity for a quick quip. “Thanks for that, but we all know that you’re just going to tell Ned to fly us while you fall asleep in the captain’s chair.”

Alek nodded in agreement and Imogen just watched the moment unfold.

“Be that as it may,” I said with a laugh, “I’m still giving you guys the opportunity to sleep in your beds.”

“Thank you so much, oh kind and benevolent captain,” Lara joked, sweeping her hand in front of herself in a grand gesture.

Usually, I was more than happy to go a few rounds with our repartee, but I was too drained and tired to bother. Instead, I just did a little bow and made my way to the cockpit. I flopped down into the chair and watched as the world pulled away from us.

I reached into my environment suit, pulled out the small cube that housed Bard’s consciousness, and set it down beside me on the copilot’s chair. For a moment, I stared at it, considering how strange it was that his entire being could be housed in such a small thing. But then I realized that my body was pretty much the same thing and chuckled at myself.

“I assume that they are right,” Ned said.

“They are,” I affirmed. “Just take us to Suniuo Station.”

But he was already activating the Buzzard, lifting us off the landing pad, and activating the Tidal Drive before I even said it.

“Pissed at me?” I asked.

“Nah,” Ned answered. “I was at first, but you’ve got a point.”

I pointed at the console and smirked. “I’m really very smart.”

Ned laughed. “I wouldn’t go that far. But you reminded me that we are fighting for more than just the protection of the universe. Or the idea of the protection of the universe. We are fighting for the people who inhabit it. If we aren’t working with the folks who live here, we don’t stand a chance. John Gregory is coming for us either way. The Consortium is hunting us. And that’s to say nothing of the fact that Twain might be rebuilding his army and has some superweapon at his disposal. That’s a lot of enemies, and even though every person we bring aboard puts us at greater risk, they are also a resource in the coming fight.”

“Maybe you can remind Lara of that,” I said.

Ned scoffed. “Give her time, I’m sure she’ll come around. And it’s possible that there’s more to it than distrust.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing,” he said, but his tone carried a heavy implication. I was going to follow it up with another question, but my eyes were already growing heavy.

I sometimes felt as though I had a Pavlovian response to gyre tunnels. Lutch would always pilot us from place to place, and like most kids in the passenger seat, I would often fall asleep as we flew between locations. So, as soon as the crashing blue filled the space around us, I began to fade.

My eyes shot open when I heard a voice through the comm.

“Friends,” Libby exclaimed in her raspy, excitable voice.

“Hey, Libby,” I greeted. “We have even more friends for you. And supplies.”

“Well, no shit? That’s cool,” she said. “The first couple of times you stopped here it was nothing but take take take, and now you’re, like, bringing me gifts and stuff all the time. Can’t argue with that.”

“Well, this station is the closest thing to a home base that we have, so we gotta treat you right,” I noted.

“I like the way you think,” she said with a light laugh. “So, what did you bring me?”

“Mostly weapons and supplies,” I admitted.

She groaned. “Boring.”

“Oh, and another adaptive military AI from the Old War,” I added as though it was nothing.

The speaker shrieked out a metallic whine as Libby squealed. “Now that’s a gift,” she said enthusiastically. “You know I love a man in uniform.”

“I don’t even know what to do with that,” I said.

“Probably best if we just ignore it,” Ned said.

Libby giggled and exclaimed, “Oh, hey there, sailor.”

“Hi, Libby, nice to see you again,” Ned said in a tone that was almost like an impression of exasperation. He liked to act as though he thought she was a bit silly, but I could tell that he enjoyed Libby and was always grateful to her for everything she did for us.

As we approached the station, closing in on one of the docking bases, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a way to somehow get the defensive weapons from Bard’s old base to this station. Even though I was happy he had acquiesced, Ned had been right that the more people who knew about us, the higher the risk.

Suniuo Station had lasted this long because of cleverness and trickery on Libby’s part, but if the Inquisition or the Consortium were ever to send any kind of attack force after us, there was going to be almost nothing we could do. I added it to the list of ideas for the future.

That gave me another idea. But it would have to wait too.

I turned on the intercom within the ship and announced, “Rise and shine, sleepy heads. We have arrived at our final destination.”

Lara walked in, already awake and looking refreshed.

“I’m getting that you plan to leave some of what we just acquired here?” she asked, knowing the answer.

“Of course.”

“Good,” she said with a smile. “I was hoping you wouldn’t be dumb enough to bring all of this back to a Vekrass mobster.”

“Not a chance in hell,” I smirked.

In front of us, we watched the docking bay doors part, the light from within flooding in as the Buzzard descended onto the metal floor.

As soon as we had landed, I was up and walking toward the back of the ship.

There was a lot to do, and I didn’t want to waste much time doing it.

When the ramp lowered, we were greeted by Edwin Stern, who was standing just off to the side of the ship. He was gaunt and pale as ever, and his clothes and lab coat looked as if they hadn’t been washed since the last time we saw him. He was brilliant and understood more about the relationship between man and machine than anybody I had ever met, but he was also entirely unfocused on appearance or human interaction.

Beside him on the ground was the mechanical arm with its own internal AI that Libby had lovingly named Armond.

“Libby tells me you have returned with supplies,” Edwin said as we disembarked.

“Yeah, good to see you, too,” I joked.

“The act of seeing somebody is neither good nor bad,” Edwin observed. “What would be good is if said person who is seeing me brought additional resources for my laboratory. I’m doing the best I can with the supplies that I have and that which you have acquired for me, but you know I’m always in need of more.”

“I’m fully aware, and I’m sure once you go through what we brought, some things will be to your liking,” I noted. “You’ll certainly like this.”

I threw him the cube containing Bard’s consciousness. We were only two meters apart, but he bungled the catch and dropped the cube to the ground. The thing clanked against the floor of the docking bay, before he knelt and scooped it up and then shot me an irritated look.

“Guessing you weren’t picked first for your school’s dodgeball team,” Lara mocked as she blew past him.

“You guess correctly,” he said flatly, and then I watched his eyes widen as he saw Imogen disembarking from the ship.

“Edwin, this is Imogen,” I said and she gave a little wave.

“You are an Inquisitor,” he said, and it sounded like something between a question and a statement. And then he turned to me. “She’s an Inquisitor.”

“No, Edwin, now she’s a turncoat,” I said and smiled at Imogen.

His eyes went wide for a moment, and I tried to imagine all the things going through his mind at once. “I have many questions I would like to ask you.”

“I’m not sure how well I’ll be able to answer them,” Imogen admitted nervously.

“If you spent time studying their doctrine and working within their ranks, you will be able to provide me with a great deal of information that I have only been able to glean through secondhand accounts and fragments of information. Even that which you believe is irrelevant might greatly benefit my research. Please, if you would follow me.”

Imogen looked up at me, and I simply shrugged. “We’ve got some time if you don’t mind.”

“Okay,” she said in nearly a whisper and followed as he guided her in the direction of his lab. “I don’t enjoy talking about my time with the Inquisition, so you understand if I don’t answer every question.”

The door opened, and I heard Edwin answer her. “I won’t understand, and I certainly can’t appreciate why simply talking about something would bother you. You’re now clear of the Inquisition…” But the door shut behind him, and I couldn’t hear anything else.

Alek was standing at the top of the ramp, appraising all that we had brought with us.

“You know what you want to give Skynt?” he asked.

“I do,” I said and walked back up the ramp, my thighs still burning with exhaustion from previous exertion as I did so.

At the top, I grabbed one of the fat pieces of chalk that we used to mark certain pieces of scrap and began walking through, putting dots on several things that I had decided we could set aside as payment. “Everything else comes off the ship.”

“Well, let’s get to work,” Alek said, and the two of us began the laborious process of dragging the weapons down the ramp and onto the station. As we did, Armond followed us back and forth like a puppy.

While we worked, I had a surreal moment of feeling like I had gone back in time. Out of the corner of my eye, Alek looked a lot like Lutch and hauling scrap back and forth off of the Buzzard with the Kyrog just felt like old times.

The thing that made it feel entirely different was when the voice of an AI cut through the space.

“So, catch me up,” Libby said, and I heard Alek laugh.

“There’s a bit to tell,” I started and then launched into everything that had happened since we last saw her.

“Holy smokes, you guys,” she exclaimed when I finished. “No rest for the wicked, eh?”

“If we want to find Extinction and stop Twain, we have to keep at it,” I said.

“Are you any closer to having any clue what Extinction even is?” she asked in a pointed tone.

I groaned, heaving a box of medical supplies (that had probably expired about 170 years ago) up onto another. “We don’t,” I admitted. “From what we have been able to gather, it’s some kind of weapon that could have changed the course of the war.”

“Then why hasn’t he used it?” she asked as though she was just asking what time it was.

Ned answered this time. “We are still only scratching the surface in our understanding of our enemy,” he stated. “I spent years at war with him but never actually took the time to try and understand his cause or his way of fighting. I should have. We all should have in a way we didn’t.

“If Command was trying to analyze him, they never shared it, and now I am at square one. But that might be a good thing. Rather than going into this fight assuming that I have any idea what I am doing, I am going into it knowing just how little I know. And I believe that makes me smarter.”

“You just said so many words,” Libby said in a light, only slightly patronizing tone. “What I’m getting is that you need a lot more information and you need it soon.”

“I believe Imogen will be able to help with that,” I put in. “In the same way that Edwin thinks that she can help with his research, I believe that she can help in many facets of our investigation and teach us how to keep John Gregory at bay.”

“Plus, she’s cute as a button,” Libby added.

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Maybe it’s a context thing but that’s not how I see her at all.”

“Well, sure, I guess if she’s been standing next to an Inquisitor and, like, trying to kill you and everything, you might see her differently,” Libby said. “But I love that wine-red hair, and you should’ve seen the dress that she wore to the MoCa Gala.”

“You’ve already researched her?” I asked, raising an eyebrow before starting to inventory the cases of explosives.

“Oh, I knew who she was already,” Libby exclaimed. “If you follow the Emortium social scene at all, you know about Imogen Hush.”

“Does that mean you know what happened with her?” I asked under my breath, looking at the door she disappeared through. “I know the feltwork was wiped.”

“It’s wiped now, but it was big news at the time,” she said, and I held up my hands to stop her talking.

“I’ll come to see you,” I said and then turned to Alek. “You mind unloading the rest?”

“Would it matter if I did?”

I shook my head. “Not particularly. Though, of course, you could just stop working, and I’d have to help when I got back.”

“I could,” he said, scratching his chin as though he was seriously considering it, “but that’s not the kind of person I am.”

“I know,” I said and then assured him, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

I hurried out the door and to the control room where Libby’s digital face was represented on a large screen at the back of a series of rows of computer consoles.

“So, what can you tell me about our new friend?”

“What do you know already?”

“Not much,” I admitted. “She told me that she grew up as a classic spoiled rich girl and that eventually her wild side got the better of her and she was forced to join the Inquisition. Ned confirmed as much of that as he could get access to.”

“But it became clear to me that her family had suppressed a lot of the story,” Ned added.

“Okay, well, you guys have it all pretty much right except, you know, the whole biggest most important part of it,” Libby mocked.

“That’s why we’re here,” Ned said, obviously trying to stifle his irritation.

“Oh, please, you’re here because you missed me, Neddy,” she said before making the kissing sound, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

It was times like this when I wished I could see the kind of face Ned would make if he had one.

“Can you please tell us the biggest, most important part of it?” I asked, trying to keep Ned from responding to her.

“Yeah, obviously, you know I love to gossip,” she said.

“Then tell us,” Ned said in a slow and measured way.

“All right, all right,” she said, but I could hear how amused she was. “Imogen was out with her cousin Gemma, who, by the way, played the role of “it girl” in the last year. And while the two of them were at a club called Crease, some guy allegedly got in Imogen’s face, and she attacked him.

“But it wasn’t like your typical club girl drama where she threw a handful of ice from the champagne bucket at him or splashed a drink in his face. Instead, she smashed the glass against his head, causing traumatic brain injury and completely ruining the vision in one of his eyes.

“Of course, after it happened, he threatened to sue the family but after a week went completely silent, and the story was dropped. It was after that when Imogen disappeared off the face of the planet, and I’m guessing the dude from the bar was paid off.”

“Of course he was paid off,” I said. “Her family wanted to cover up what happened, and money is the perfect solution to this kind of problem.”

“Yeah, and you know if the tabloids dropped it, some palms were definitely greased,” Libby agreed.

“This does bolster the fact that we need to make sure we are keeping an eye on her,” Ned said. “I was watching what happened with the plant that attacked you, and it’s obvious that Imogen has some rage issues.”

“Told you so,” Lara said from behind us, walking in and drying her hair with a towel.

“No, you told us that we couldn’t trust her and she’s been forthright about everything,” I corrected.

“Being forthright and being trustworthy aren’t the same, Hank,” she said, leveling me with a hard stare. “She’s dangerous, and everything that we’ve just learned backs that up. Maybe you’re blinded by her big doe eyes, but when she brains you with a beer bottle, you’ll know that I was right.”

“To be fair, she’s not the only one whose emotions can get the better of them and has a tendency toward violence,” I said.

When the words left my mouth, I heard Ned say in my earpiece judgmentally while Libby simultaneously said the exact same thing: “Oh, shit.”

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

“No, I mean…” I began, but she was already stomping from the room.

“You really are an idiot,” Ned assessed.

“Seriously,” Libby agreed. “You better go talk to her.”

I shook my head. “I know her. It’s better to give her some time to cool down.”

“Not this time,” Libby said.

“She’s right,” Ned agreed. “I’ll tell Alek to come up here, and he can talk to Skynt about a location for the handoff while you go make nice with Lara. Other than me, she’s the best ally you have, and you can’t have her going into the next part of our mission pissed off at you.”

I sighed, then turned, hurried after Lara, and caught up with her in the hallway. I reached out an arm to grab her elbow. She shifted to face me, meeting my eyes with vicious anger. But, in her bathrobe rather than her bounty hunter gear, she looked more like how I remembered when I would make her mad back at the orphanage.

“I’m sorry,” I said, but she just shook her head.

“You don’t even know what you’re apologizing for,” she accused.

“I’m sorry you’re upset,” I said, and she just shook her head.

“Thanks, but that really doesn’t mean anything.”

“Lara, you’re my oldest friend in the world, and I hate how often I make you mad, but it also makes me think of something that Lutch always used to say,” I told her.

“What’s that?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest and continuing to steer daggers at me.

“Our families are the ones who know how to push our buttons because they are the ones who installed them,” I told her. “And I think that I can make you as mad as I do because…”

To my surprise, as I was speaking, her face softened. “Because we're family.”

“Exactly,” I agreed.

She raised an eyebrow. “Does that mean you think of me like your sister?”

“Definitely not,” I answered without thinking about it first, but seeing her in that light robe, cinched together at the waist and hanging only halfway down her thighs, it was true.

“Okay, good,” she said. “And I know that Imogen has got me a little spun up.”

“Is it because you’re—” I began, but she didn’t even let me finish the sentence.

“No, it has nothing to do with that,” she said. “Or maybe it does, but not the way that you think. It’s because she’s useful.”

“What?” I asked, quite perplexed.

To my surprise, she looked away sheepishly.. “When you and I started working together, I was happy because you needed me. For my entire adult life, I worked on my own and relied only on myself. But you and Ned came along and relied on me too. Without me, you would have been dead countless times but then Imogen comes along and now you need her.”

“I still need you, too,” I said sincerely. “Imogen brings things to the table that we need at the moment but we couldn’t do any of this without you. I couldn’t do any of this without you.”

A clever smile crossed my face. “You are a unique and valuable person,” I said, quoting an old daily affirmation Mr. Fidler would have us say every morning at the orphanage.

“Oh, shut up,” she groaned and punched me on the shoulder.

“There’s the Kilara Vex I know and love,” I joked, and her cheeks flushed ever so slightly.

“Anyway, I guess it’s my own issue,” she admitted. “That being said, the girl is dangerous. She was an Inquisitor, and she does have violent tendencies. And you can equate them, but we are not the same. My violence is calculated and purposeful, you understand?”

I nodded. “You’re absolutely right, and I don’t want you to think that I’m some idiot. She has her uses, but I understand that I need to be smart around her and,” I said, pausing for a moment to look Lara right in the eyes, “you’re not the same in another way: you’re my partner in everything we do. She might be part of the crew, but I’m always going to rely on you to have my back and make sure this ship's heading in the right direction.”

Lara smiled. “Thank you.”

She looked as though she was going to say something else, but Alek came lumbering around the corner so she just turned and headed into one of the nearby doors.

“Are we going to call Skynt?” Alek asked.

I was more exhausted from all of the human politics than I had been from having to load and unload the Buzzard twice, but I turned back to the room so we could lie to a mobster.
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“Well, look at this,” Skynt said into the comm, his face displayed on the big screen at the back of the room. “You survived.”

“I told you that I’m a good scrapper,” I boasted.

Skynt grinned at the camera. “You did, and you did exactly as I predicted.”

That wasn’t entirely true, but I would let him take the win.

“We have a lot for you,” I assured him.

At that, he narrowed his eyes. “How much?”

This was the moment where I was grateful that I had been forced to cover for Lara and myself as kids countless times. Mr. Fidler, the head of the orphanage, would call us into his office and ask about this place or that being broken into, and we would have to deny it convincingly. I was never sure that he believed us, but I was sure that we had always put on a good performance.

“Quite a lot,” I answered nonchalantly. “Couple cases of munitions, some weapons, old medical supplies and tents, tools and batteries. From the logs, we were able to determine that they were largely cleared out by Consortium soldiers on the way to the battle of Rasczak VII. But what they left will still serve you well.”

He considered my words and seemed to be analyzing my face through the communication array. “Okay,” he said with a false smile. “I’ll take your word for it because I knew your dad was a good man, but if I ever find out that you tried to pull one over on me, it’ll be the last thing I find out.”

Alek leaned into the frame. “Do you mean it’ll be the last thing we ever find out?”

“You know exactly what I mean, big man,” he said, unamused by Alek’s comment. “And I have what you need. Got you a ship that’s almost as much of a piece of garbage as your ship, some outfits, and some IDs. But I’ll tell you this for free, you also better be ready if I ever need anything.”

“If we successfully sneak onto Emortium and get away without anyone being any the wiser, we’re happy to owe you one,” I said and I meant it. While I didn’t want to be indebted to the man, I also knew that sneaking onto the Consortium's capital planet was as risky a move as I’d ever made.

“That’s what I like to hear,” he said with a look that made me feel like he was going to call in this favor as soon as he possibly could. “I had the boys leave everything at my favorite dead drop, a little abandoned diner on a moon in Sector Ten. Lucky for you, it’s just a hop skip and a jump to Sector One. You can just leave what you scavenged and take what I left for you. Then, when you’re done, just let me know. Tried to make it easy for you.”

“Thank you,” I said, my mind racing. I knew that I wasn’t going to leave the Buzzard unattended on a planet where Skynt sent his people, and that complicated things. “Sending the coordinates and making the drop soon.”

“Pleasure doing business with you, and I look forward to our continued endeavors,” he said and ended the communication before the screen flashed with the coordinates.

“Think he plans to steal the Buzzard?” Alek asked, obviously thinking exactly what I was thinking.

“Honestly, I don’t believe that he wants to, but I know that we can’t just leave it there.”

Alek thought about that for a moment. “Ned could just fly it away.”

“If I get caught by anybody and don’t have a physical person on board to answer, I’ll be blasted out of the sky,” Ned reminded us.

Both Alek and I considered this. “I’ll fly the Buzzard back here,” Alek suggested. “You guys are trying to get Imogen’s family without being noticed, and I expect that’ll be a lot easier without a Kyrog by your side.”

“But if we get into trouble, I will wish you were there,” I noted.

He scoffed. “If you get in trouble on Emortium, there’s nothing I, or anyone else, could do to help you.”

“You have a point there,” I said. “And thank you for this offer.”

“I have no problem sitting on the sideline from time to time,” he said without a hint of deceit in his voice. “I’ve seen enough action in my life to be more than content to sit back with a cold one and watch the world go by.”

“You and I both know that the second you get back here, you’re going to make your way straight to the kitchen and start sprucing,” I said with a laugh.

He looked at me in mock surprise. “That doesn’t sound like something that I would do.”

“Right,” I said sarcastically. “It must’ve been some other Kyrog who snuck onto the ship and organized our kitchen there.”

He snorted a laugh and clapped me on the back with enough force to cause me to brace myself against the computer.

“Guess this means you are going to leave me again?” Libby asked in an exaggeratedly miserable tone of voice.

“Yes, but not until Edwin synchronizes Bard with the system as well,” I stated.

“Speak of the devil,” Bard said from a speaker set into one of the computers off to my right.

I crossed over to it and looked down at the speaker, which was little more than a raised circle with several vertical slits in the surface.

“Welcome to your new home,” I said.

“Happy to be here, sir,” he said, and though I wasn’t used to it, I wasn’t going to stop him. Another aspect of taking a leadership role was getting used to people treating me with respect. The scrapper in me would never become entirely accustomed to it, but there are worse things than having someone call you sir.

“For now, you can just hang and help Libby and Edwin with whatever they need, but in the future, I might try to get you some defense ordinances to control and light starfighters to keep this place safe,” I told him. “Edwin used to have a similar setup at his old place, and I think it would be wise for us to do the same as we continue to grow. Turns out everything you’ve done until this point has trained you for this.”

“Happy to be of service,” he said. And as I turned to walk away, he spoke again. “Sir?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you,” he said with pure sincerity. “I had made my peace with living out the rest of my days shooting down thieves every couple of years and doing nothing else until I ran out of power or my wires corroded, but you came along and gave me a new life. I can never thank you enough for that, and for giving me a renewed purpose.”

“You can thank me by keeping this station safe and helping where needed,” I said. “We have a lot of fight ahead of us, and we're going to need everyone pulling in the same direction.”

“You can count on me.”

“I know I can,” I said.

“That was good,” Ned said in my earpiece. “And I’ll admit it just this once: you are right.”

I cracked a smile. There were times that I loved to bust Ned’s chops, but right now wasn’t one of them. I would take the moment for what it was.

“I need to start thinking about the bigger picture,” he continued. “And people like Bard are going to mean the difference between success and failure. The future of the universe might depend on it. I think I was so angry about what the Consortium has become and so caught up in our survival that I lost sight of what it might take for us to win.”

I didn’t say anything but just tapped a quick answer on the console in front of me.

“We will win.”

I turned and walked from the room.

Inspired by Lara, I left Alek and made straight for the locker room. I had cleaned it out when we first used the station, and I had hoped that Edwin would have kept it clean.

He had not.

It seemed that the few times he had showered, he had simply used whatever towel he found and then dropped it immediately after use. They were distributed around the room like tissues on the bedside table of someone with the flu.

The room itself was simple, designed for the staff of the station. Metal benches stretched between rows of lockers. Mirrors coated one wall, and somehow, the place still smelled of body odor and cleaning liquids.

I peeled off the environment suit and then stayed under the hot water for what felt like an entire Bussel day. These hot showers were so few and far between that I savored every one and stepped out feeling like a new man.

Once I had shaved, cleaned up the towels, and changed into some new clothes that I had stashed in locker twenty-seven (to pay homage to my old scrapper number), I wandered the halls and followed the sound of voices to the mess where Alek was serving a meal. He had already started to tidy and rearrange things, obviously taking some of the ingredients from the Buzzard and repurposing this kitchen here.

It served as a reminder that this station also needed to be brought back up to an operations standard.

Perhaps, once we had gotten Imogen’s family to safety, we could sell some of the scrapped goods and spend some time upgrading both Suniuo and the Buzzard. I could have felt discouraged by the idea that we still had so much to do, but instead I looked around the table at the odd crew I had assembled and felt heartened. This was the start of something great. I had no idea how, but I truly believed that we would be able to accomplish great things. Watching as Alek and Lara talked to Edwin as a mechanical arm skittered across the table, picking up a fry and flicking it at Imogen sitting by herself at another table, I couldn’t help but smile.

I grabbed a hamburger from a tray set on the bar between the kitchen and the mess and joined Imogen. She looked up at me, then back at her food.

“If you want to check in about something, I’m really not in the mood,” she said.

Rather than saying anything, I simply took a bite of my burger. The last thing I needed was another conversation, and I was more than happy to sit in silence and eat. And so we did, until everybody was full and content and we began moving back toward the Buzzard.

Part of me wanted to rest a while longer, to stay on the station and make repairs to the ship or kick my feet up. But I knew that what Imogen had said was true, that every moment we waited, her family was at greater risk. If John Gregory was returning for them as retribution for her actions, we needed to get them off the planet and somewhere safe.

I hoped it would be easy, though I knew it would be anything but.
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The Lucky Penny Diner still had coordinates in the universal map programmed into the Buzzard at the time of its manufacturing, but as we approached it, we saw that its time as a hip rest stop was long gone.

Plummeting down onto the surface of the moon, we saw the shiny chrome structure and the old neon signs, now long shut off, never to ignite again. The windows were shuttered, and two starships sat in the parking lot beside it.

We hadn’t even landed when I saw three Vekrass disembark one of the ships.

“Some dead drop this is. Think it’s a trap?” Lara asked.

“We’ve already been through this. Not everything is a trap,” I said, but I didn’t know if I believed my own words. Skynt was a savvy businessman and knew that nobody would miss us if he took our plunder and then wiped us from the face of the universe.

“The last one might not have been a trap, but it did end in an attack,” Alek noted.

“Not helping,” I said, setting the ship down across from the other two.

We all stood and armed ourselves, before walking down the ramp.

Waiting at the bottom was Pak, the associate of Skynt, who had given us the location of the scrapped site. He was dressed as he had been the last time I saw him, but an obvious gun was poking out of the side of his shirt. He strode over and extended a hand.

“Good to see you again,” he said, but his tone was that of a threat.

“You, too, though I didn’t expect anybody to be here,” I said cautiously, shaking his paw. The skin was hard and callous, and he let his claws poke at my wrist.

“We’re just here to do a quick walk-through of your ship,” he said, and at that, my hand went to my stomper.

“Yo, oh, whoa,” he said, the two men behind him reaching in the direction of their own weapons. “It’s nothing like that. The boss just wants to know that everything you collected is coming with us and that you’re not trying to ferret away a little bit of this and a little bit of that.”

“Scrappers don’t like having their ships combed through,” I warned.

“While the irony of that statement is not lost on me, the fact of the matter is, you’re not a scrapper anymore, and you’re doing a job for Skynt so you’re going to do things his way. You got a problem with that, you can have a problem,” he said, and this time he tapped one of his long hooked claws against the butt of the weapon.

“We don’t have a problem,” I said and stepped aside, sweeping my arms out to allow them to pass.

“Good thing you stopped by and dropped everything with Libby,” Ned noted while the Vekrass blew past me and onto the ship.

I gave no answer, letting my eyes follow the three onto my ship. Pak had been right that there was something inherently amusing about the fact that the people who lived their lives rummaging through the remains of others’ were so fiercely protective of their own items.

Or perhaps it was precisely because we spent our days pilfering the remains of the lives of others that we didn’t like others doing it to us. Whatever the reason, watching the men walk through my cargo hold made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

They continued to root and rummage, and my irritation increased. But when one pulled out a scanner, I stalked into the cargo hold and started shouting.

“What the hell is that?” I demanded.

Given that Skynt knew that we were being hunted by the Inquisition, he might be clever enough to have one of his boys scan for an artificial intelligence and then use this finding to blackmail us. It would be a bad idea, and I would drop these three where they stood before I would let them get away with it, but I wouldn’t put it past him.

“Just a detector to see if you’ve got anything in the walls or floors,” Pak said, all false innocence. “A lot of smugglers think a fake floorboard is enough to fool us but we ain’t idiots.”

“Scan away,” I said, my hand now a shaking fist. “But make it quick because my patience is wearing thin.”

At that, he stopped, turned, and took a few steps in my direction. “I don’t know who you think you’re talking to, but I’ll take as long as I want, and you’ll stand there and like it.”

I wasn’t a violent man by nature, but the three of them going through my ship and talking to me like this was making my blood boil. I wanted to punch him right in the snout, but I knew that if I could last just a few more minutes, we would be on our way and one step closer to getting the political connections that we needed.

I would also lose the moral high ground if I punched somebody that we were doing business with just because his boss was trying to ensure that I wasn’t ripping them off.

After a few more minutes, Pak and the others walked off the ship. The rat man walked over to me and reached up to pat me on the cheek.

“See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” He took great pleasure in the fact that he knew I wasn’t going to do anything about it. “Now, if you and your people wouldn’t mind loading these things onto our ship, we will be on our way.”

My jaw was clenched so tight that I couldn’t even open my mouth to speak. I had been dealing with people like this my whole life, Resh’s men and smoke scrappers who thought they were better than us, and I could hardly take it.

“We are happy to move the things,” Alek said. “And tell Skynt that it was a pleasure doing business with him, and we also look forward to working together in the future.”

Leave it to the man who’d worked for a mobster to be able to smooth this over. Lara seemed unbothered, watching the entire thing unfold with disinterest. Dealing with shady characters was something she was also accustomed to, but when I looked at Imogen, who was staring right at me, I saw the anger and fire in her eyes, too.

“Give me a hand with this,” Alek grunted, snapping the three of us to attention. He got us moving to offload the Buzzard and begin carrying it to a telescoping cargo elevator on the bottom of the Vekrass ship.

Since I had left most of the supplies back on the station, it only took us a couple of minutes to get everything loaded up and for the mobsters to leave.

“Guess this is where we part ways,” Alek said, looking at the three of us. Traveling with only Lara and Imogen, I lamented the fact that he wouldn’t be able to join us, if for no other reason than to defuse some of the tension between them.

“Good luck out there,” I said, before reaching into my bag and pulling out the small cube that was Ned. I took a look at it as Alek reached out his massive hand and then I passed it over.

“Keep it secret, keep it safe,” Ned said from a speaker on the Buzzard.

I nodded and swallowed hard. “Yeah, what he said.”

“You have nothing to worry about,” Alek said. “But the three of you keep your head on a swivel and get out of there as fast as you can. You’re flying into the lion’s den, and everyone there is looking to have you for supper.”

“We know,” Lara said in the tone of a teenager being told by their father not to stay out too late.

He looked at her. “I expect you to keep the two of them safe.”

“What about me?” I asked.

He turned his gaze in my direction and winked. “Try not to get shot.”

“Oh, har, har,” I said.

He patted me on the shoulder and headed back toward the Buzzard while the three of us made our way toward the ship Skynt had arranged for us.

It was a newer model pigeon-class starship that you saw mostly as rental ships or owned by families who simply needed to travel to nearby planets to visit family. Midsized and charcoal gray, it was perfectly unremarkable.

When we got inside, there were several tourist pamphlets about Emortium and some nondescript dull ashen outfits in various sizes. The ship itself was little more than a cockpit and a single recreation area behind it with a little table and beds built into the wall. There was a footlocker and a cold storage for food, but that was about it.

Taking turns in the little stall bathroom, we changed into our tourist outfits, and I sat in the captain’s chair. Lara plopped down beside me. Imogen strapped in behind us, then picked up one of the pamphlets and started leafing through it.

As we took off, lifting away from the dilapidated diner, I heard a snicker from behind me.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been to a single one of the tourist attractions listed here,” Imogen observed.

“At least where you come from has tourist attractions,” Lara said.

“Yeah,” Imogen agreed. “Bussel isn’t exactly on the top of my list for places I’d like to visit again.”

“What’s the nicest place you’ve ever been?” I asked as I flipped on the Tidal Drive and watched the charge indicator fill almost immediately. It was nice having full control of a ship and especially enjoyable that it was a newer vehicle with properly reactive controls.

My question seemed to take her by surprise. “Oh, um, I’d have to think about that. All of my most recent travel has been to, you know, track down and hurt people, but before that my parents used to take me to the most unbelievable places.

“I can’t even remember the name of the planet now, but we once went to a place where the entire resort was built around a series of waterfalls, and at night you could sit in your room and watch the back side of the falls streak past your window as some kind of bioluminescent shrimps or something illuminated the entire flow.”

For a moment, her voice sounded lost in the memory and I activated the drive, the world around us becoming somewhat similar to what she was describing.

“It’s nice to remember that rather than thinking about all the things that Edwin pressed me on,” she said.

“What kind of things was he asking you?” Lara asked, for once just sounding like she wanted to know something rather than being snarky.

“He wanted to know the different types of AIs that have been tracked down, what kind of people were keeping them, and how they interacted. He wanted to understand Inquisitorial doctrine and how things worked inside.”

“That sounds about right,” Lara said. “He’s inquisitive, and I know that he doesn’t have a lot of tact, so that must have been hard for you.”

I was surprised that she was saying this, but I knew better than to interrupt. Better to let them slowly adjust to one another rather than sticking my nose into it.

“It was,” she said. “And I think it was worse because he didn’t realize it was hard for me. Or didn’t understand or whatever.”

Lara nodded. “He’s a bit of a blunt instrument,” she said. “But he’ll come in handy and already has. When Ned was hurt, Edwin was there to help. Though it took some… convincing…”

“I guess I can just hope that the questions he asked were relevant in some way,” Imogen said, and I could hear her begin flipping through the pamphlet once again.

Since Sector Ten and One were relatively close, it didn’t take long for us to reach our destination, and when we washed out near Emortium, my nerves began to increase. My mouth dried out, and my hands became slick with sweat on the ship's controls.

Entering space around the planet, I saw more starships in one place than I ever had previously. They were coming and going, and stations and satellites with indicator lights were everywhere.

A small ship passed right overhead, its exhaust pushing us down and shaking our ship. I gripped the controls and tilted us away, moving in the direction of what looked like a queue to land on the planet. Before I could even get there though, the comm screen flashed to life, and some words appeared on the screen.

WAITING TO SPEAK WITH A REPRESENTATIVE

POSITION IN THE QUEUE: 12

DO NOT ATTEMPT TO LAND OR OTHERWISE APPROACH THE PLANET

A freighter ship flashed lights at me to indicate that it wanted me to get out of the way. I piloted us into a line of ships and took a position between two more pigeon-class ships. Seeing that they were the majority, I had to give it to Skynt for picking something that would raise almost no attention.

We continued to move forward slowly and watched our position in the queue drop until eventually, an old woman’s face appeared on the screen.

“Welcome to Emortium, capital planet of the Consortium and gem of the universe,” she said in a nasal drone. “Please allow our sensors to scan your registration signaler… And now that it’s been completed, please state your business.”

“Tourism,” I stated.

“Well, aren’t you a talker,” she said dryly. “Where are you coming from, and where will you be staying during your visit?”

“We are from a small planet in Sector Sixteen called Montana, and we plan to stay at a hotel for the duration of our visit,” I answered, having come up with the planet just in case we were asked.

Another part of how Lara and I were able to get away with so much when we were young was because we would think about our answers ahead of time. While we would be sneaking into a place and stealing something, we would make up stories about our past or about how we had spent the night and use those when we would be grilled by an authority figure later.

We weren’t really caught that many times, but every time we were, we mostly got away with it.

“All right,” the woman said. “Please allow for additional scans and then we will process your landing location. In the meantime, please enjoy these offers from our retail partners.”

A bunch of discount codes appeared on the screen while a small, one-man craft circled our ship, his sensors running over ours. Even though I knew we had left Ned on the Buzzard and there was nothing to find here, my heart was still pounding through my chest. The beams ran over the front of the ship before he moved on to the next ship, and I let out a breath for the first time since it began.

“You’re cleared to land,” the woman said as her face rematerialized on the screen. She sent a lot and space number to our system. “Once you clear customs, there are a great many wonderful hotels available to you.”

“Thank you,” I managed. The comm screen went dead for a moment and then flickered back with the landing information and coupons.

“You need to calm down,” Lara advised me. “You sound like a teenager caught playing grabass behind the holoplex.”

A memory of the time we had been waiting to sneak in the exit of the theater and seeing Mr. Fidler heading out toward us flooded my mind. Lara had a singular way of reminding me of snippets from the past that had escaped my memory.

But before I could retort, Imogen added, “She’s right.”

“You too?”

“It’s serious, Hank,” Imogen admonished. We got the green light to begin our descent to the planet, and given how heavy the traffic of the ships coming and going was, part of me wished that Ned could just pilot us down. “This planet is not like anyplace you’ve ever been, and you need to be paying attention every second.”

“I know,” I said seriously.

“No, you don’t,” she said. “Neither of you do. Even if you were here on other business, being here now as criminals hunted by the Inquisition is completely different. We're going to need to be smart and clever and get in and out as quickly as possible.

“Their eyes are everywhere, and every person is out for themselves. If they see an opportunity to turn you in and get something out of it, they won’t hesitate. So, when she says you need to calm yourself and not be a dead giveaway, it’s true.”

“All of the warnings make it hard to breathe easy,” I noted and looked over at Lara, who was wearing a hard face as a mask to cover her own trepidation.

“Be that as it may, I’m going to need you to play a part, and play well, or else you’re going to get my family and yourself killed,” she said, and her voice was now shaking with fear.

“I understand,” I said seriously and took her words to heart.

Passing through the cloud cover, Emortium came into view. It was city as far as the eye could see, metal and glass skyscrapers reaching up from some distant planet’s surface. The setting sun was tinged in the smoggy air above the towers, and flighted vehicles flowed back and forth in every direction. Starships large and small rose and descended in paths set by hovering lights.

Navigating through the traffic and keeping within the designated confines was complicated and slow moving. I felt like every other pilot was in such a rush that they were going to clip my ship and send both of us plummeting to the planet surface at any moment. But eventually, the massive landing platform built between the tops of several mega structures came into view.

Setting the ship down in our allotted spot, I took a deep, slow breath.

“Ready?” I asked the two women, and they both nodded.

We all stood and gathered our few items, disembarking the ship quickly and then making a note of our spot number in the sea of parked starships. After making our way to the end of the row, we turned and followed a few other people toward a big neon sign reading, “Customs.”

Stanchions were set up to curve the long line of people back and forth before being questioned by agents at the front. As we neared, Lara shifted uncomfortably and then Imogen suddenly stopped, causing me to walk directly into her.

With a shaking hand, she pushed the sunglasses up on her nose and pulled the brim of her big hat down. Taking a step back, I followed her gaze to see off to the side of the row of customs agents, an Inquisitor standing with a hand on the pommel of a mace.
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“Take your own advice,” I whispered harshly, reaching out a hand and pushing her forward. “It’s more suspicious if we stop.”

“I just… I just… didn’t expect to see one so soon,” she said, the words struggling from her mouth.

“Do you think they will recognize you?” Lara asked before turning to a family trying to push past us on the narrow path between all the ships. “Sorry about this.”

“No problem,” one of them said, paying us no mind and continuing forward, grateful for one fewer person in front of them in line.

“We have to keep moving,” I said to Imogen, and she just nodded, worrying the hem of her sweatshirt.

We continued walking, Lara and I moving out in front and letting Imogen move along behind us, trying to stay small and hidden. She had been smart and had tucked her hair up in a hat before we disembarked the ship, her face hidden behind large, fashionable glasses, but if this woman knew her, the disguise wouldn’t be much.

“I don’t recognize her,” she whispered finally. “And even if she has seen me previously, hopefully she won’t recognize me out of uniform.”

I did what I normally did in stressful times and just began talking. “You know, there’s something to that,” I began. “Whenever I would see a scrapper who I met on a job but just in their casual street clothes, sometimes I wouldn’t be able to recognize them until they walked right over and introduced themselves. You know, we see people in a certain context and it’s not always easy to recognize them in a different environment.”

“He’s right,” Lara agreed. “I once saw one of the most famous bounty hunters in the universe just shopping at one of the kiosks in the Conclave and didn’t recognize her. Hand to heart, I had no idea who she was, and I had been watching the vid clip of one of her arrests earlier that day.”

“Thanks, guys,” Imogen peeped.

As we continued to shuffle slowly forward, back and forth between the ropes, Lara and I chattered at one another, and it seemed to do the trick. Over time, Imogen appeared to have calmed down, but once we neared the front and watched the Inquisitor scan the crowd, all of us became more nervous.

We pulled out the false identifications that Skynt had put in the pockets and looked down. They were little more than laminated pieces of paper with some scrawled information and an official Consortium stamp.

When one of the agents waved us over, Lara looked up at me. “You want me to take this one?”

I took another deep breath and shook my head. “No, this is what I’m best at.”

The three of us strode over, and I shot the heavyset Vekrass a broad smile. She was sitting in a small concrete square up to her waist topped with a glass box and a computer in front of her. There were no personal items or pictures or anything interesting that I could spark conversation about.

“Business on Emortium?” she asked without looking up at us while jutting her paw through the small hole in the side of the glass.

“Here as a tourist, and it’s my first time,” I said in a light, excited voice. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Lara smile.

“Identification.” And she curled her fingers to indicate that we should hand them over. As she did, I saw the Inquisitor look our way, and we locked eyes. It felt as though all the air was sucked from my lungs. Her cold blue eyes bore into me and I pulled my gaze away, watching her in my periphery.

“Says here that you are from Bussel, but the ship registered to these IDs was marked down as coming from Montana,” the woman said. She wasn’t accusatory or even interested, but it still cost a bead of sweat to break out on my forehead. “Can you explain the discrepancy?”

Before I could even say anything, Lara reached out and slapped me on the bicep. “Honey, you didn’t update our identification like I asked you to?”

I played along. “Oh, no, you probably needed to remind me.”

“You see that, you see that,” she said to the woman sitting behind the glass. “It’s my fault. Because I didn’t remind him, now it’s my fault. His fault for not doing it but mine for not reminding him.”

“Don’t get me started,” the woman said, scratching the fur under her chin. “Give my husband two letters and you think he’s sitting behind a desk all day bringing in money? I’ll tell you, he isn’t.”

“Happy to hear it’s not just me, sister,” Lara said and smiled at the woman who was typing something into her keyboard.

I glanced quickly over her shoulder to see that the Inquisitor was gone. As calmly as I could, I glanced around to see if I could identify where she had gone or if she was coming our way. Then, out of instinct, I also checked our surroundings to see where we could go if we had to run.

There were a couple of prefects drinking coffee behind the customs agents and not much else, so maybe we could run into the city and get away with it, but I doubted it. Especially when I squinted up into the sky to see some remote operated drones buzzing overhead. The small machines braced against the strong winds of the rooftop parking lot.

“Alright,” the agent said, sliding the IDs back through the slot. “You have a nice visit and, sir”—she looked at me with narrowed eyes—“do what she tells you the first time.”

I nodded like a scolded husband, then took the identification cards, slid them into my pocket, and groaned. “This is a great way to start a vacation,” I complained loudly, and Lara clicked her tongue in irritation. We were the perfect picture of an old married couple.

Stepping out from the line and past the security kiosk, I looked around, playing at being lost but actually spotting for the Inquisitor. Imogen was right behind me, cowering while trying to look casual and failing.

When my head swung right, I saw the bright red armor and flowing robes coming right toward us. The Inquisitor was on the march, walking purposefully at us with fiery eyes blazing surrounded by a burn healed face and under a head shaved bald.

Instinctively, my hand moved to my hip but found nothing but a tie-string waistband. Imogen pressed against my back, using me as a human shield. I turned and squared my shoulders.

But as I gazed in the fierce woman’s eyes, she wasn’t looking at us, but through us. As she neared, I stepped aside and turned to follow her. She moved quickly past another group to a young man as he stepped out. When he glanced up to see her coming, he froze.

But only for a moment.

He wheeled and ran, his ratty coat fluttering in the wind for just a moment before the Inquisitor loosed an electrified net launcher from under her cloak. She raised it and fired in one fluid motion. The webbing spread as it hurtled through the air and enveloped the man who let out a shriek.

“Let’s get out of here,” Imogen pleaded, and I didn’t have to be asked twice.

We hurried away from the area. The prefects leaped into action and rushed over to the aid of the Inquisitor with their weapons raised. From inside the net, the wails of the captured man pierced the air, and all of the people around us had the same idea.

Parents pushed their children, and the men and women who had just cleared customs pulled one another by the hands away from the commotion, in the direction of the row of cabs waiting at the edge of the lot.

The cars floated just off the side, connected by extending metal gangways to the side of the structure. Cabbies stood beside their cars, shouting at the arriving visitors to use their car because they had this amenity or that.

Behind them, the city loomed, the yellow light of the star glinting off all the buildings and stretching the shadows like a lattice of the skyline. Billboards and holograms were sprinkled around the rooftops, advertising everything from apartments and appliances to companionship and death sports. We had discovered every corner of the known universe, but we were still content, as a species, to watch as we destroyed ourselves. And, naturally, many other species enjoyed it as well.

“Cab! Air conditioning on board! Snacks!” a man shouted at us from under a scraggly beard dyed a black unmatched by his white-streaked eyebrows. Long strands of his remaining hair were pulled tight over the broad shine of his bald head and then pressed down with hair gel. Not a strand moved in the whipping wind.

He screamed at us again, beckoning us with broad movements, and we walked over to him. As we did, he quickly buttoned his old suit jacket, before scurrying to the side of his car to open the door.

He ushered the women in first, and I pointed to the passenger side door.

“No!” he yelled. “Back. Back.”

There was nothing but a newspaper and half-eaten Maxima Burger chicken double-decker sitting on the passenger side cushion, but I still squeezed in next to Lara, who was now sandwiched between us in the cramped back seat.

Imogen’s eyes were still wide with terror, darting around behind us, hoping that the Inquisitor hadn’t turned on us.

“Where to?” the man demanded when he got into his seat with a heavy grunt.

“OliveTree Apartments Nine,” Imogen said, her words firing from her mouth.

He took the hint and immediately dropped the car from the platform, then took off.

Beside me, Imogen let out an exhalation that sounded like the expression of all of her fears. In her worn leather seat, she turned one last time to watch the platform disappear in the distance, the cab flying down and away to join a line of traffic heading toward a tight cluster of tall buildings.

Out the window, life went along without any note of us. On balcony restaurants, people went on first dates, chatted with friends and argued about universal politics as if their opinions made any difference. In apartments, kids played in front of screens, imitating what they saw, and folks cooked dinner in tight spaces that were filled with smoke and looked as though they could catch fire at any moment.

Imogen saw me watching the world in the last light of day. “It’s not like most cities,” she explained. “On other planets, poverty sinks and wealth rises to the top. Not on Emortium. Here, the poor are forced into the putrid air above the surface, moving higher and higher into smaller and smaller spaces.

“The rich, the people I grew up with, live at the bottom among manicured gardens and wide, palatial estates. The best clubs and restaurants are near the bottom, and up here”—she gestured out the window to some people walking slowly across an open pedestrian bridge connecting two massive towers—“people only have what they need to survive and little more.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but she amended her statement. “Or, rather, enough to survive and keep distracted.”

She pointed out the window and into a home where three people sat in front of three glowing televisions stacked one atop the other. A children’s cartoon flickered on the bottom, a cooking competition show in the middle and a distant planet big game hunting program on the top.

“As long as the people here have that, gossip and politics, they will put up with just about anything,” she said.

“You don’t sound like someone who grew up in the lap of luxury,” Lara noted from right beside Imogen, the three of us increasingly squished together every time the cab moved.

“Even before I was forced into… my life…” she said cautiously, watching the cabbie's eyes, “I saw this place for what it was. That didn’t mean that I changed my lifestyle or did anything to help anyone but myself… but I saw it. And seeing it now makes it feel all the more fucked.”

“The people here don’t look any worse off than anywhere else,” Lara noted, speaking to our upbringings.

“You might believe that, but you also haven’t seen how we live…”

“I mean, I’m not opposed to it,” I joked.

Imogen shook her head, her eyes moving over another row of ramshackle apartments. “You think that. Everybody thinks that. But it’s not true. Does money make life easier? Of course. Does it make it good? Nope.”

Everything she was saying came as a surprise to me. As her Acolyte persona fell away, I expected to unearth little more than a vapid twenty-something, not a thoughtful, introspective young woman. Or maybe my mistake was thinking that I could pigeonhole her into just one thing.

The cab banked, turned off the main row of traffic, and flew through a small gap between two buildings, the proximity causing the vehicle to shake. Lara, who didn’t particularly enjoy piloting herself, was watching the building zoom by nervously.

She could go up against a dozen armed men without breaking a sweat, but something about flighted vehicles made her nervous. And although she wouldn’t freely admit it, her fingers were pressing hard into her knees, the skin under her nails turning white. I wondered if there was something in her mask that dampened her reaction to motion as I had seen her, as Kilara Vex, be whipped around without so much trouble.

Zipping down the street, the fare ticking ever higher, we flew past someone’s deck so quickly that our drag knocked a potted plant free and pulled it out, causing it to drop into the distance beneath us.

But as Lara looked like she was about to tell him to slow down in not-so-subtle terms, he slammed to a stop, reverse thrusters kicking on and causing us to bang forward. The cabbie then lowered us onto a small parking platform at the entrance to the building.

“Here,” he said and then tapped a finger against the bright green display of how much we owed him. I slotted in an unregistered cash chip and paid, tipping him just enough to keep him from ever thinking about us again but not so much that he would try to dedicate our faces to memory as good customers.

The three of us got out of the car on wobbly legs and made our way to the front door of the building.

“You know the apartment number?” I asked.

Imogen looked at me as though I was an idiot for even asking and punched the code into the pad beside the swinging double doors made entirely of spiderwebbed glass. A cracked plant pot with a dying forngrove tree sat beside the entrance door and stunk of urine. The small tree from Kepler-62f was often found inside buildings because it didn’t require much water or light to blossom with bright flowers year-round. The fact that this one was on the brink of dying spoke to just how uncared for it was.

The door buzzed aggressively, and Imogen pushed it open, then hurried onto the worn carpet and toward the elevator bank where an old man was sleeping in a chair beside the call buttons. He didn’t wake but only snorted and started snoring again when she entered 1-7-7 and called for the elevator. It took a long time, and there was an unnerving amount of sounds coming from the shaft before the door dinged and opened.

When we entered the mirrored box, I tried to read all of the different things scratched into the walls and spray-painted on the ceilings. The elevator lurched a moment and shook. It began dropping, leaving us feeling like we might be plummeting to our deaths just like the potted plant from the balcony on our way.

“You doing all right?” I asked Imogen, but Lara, who was looking down at the ground with one hand pressed against the wall, answered.

“I’m fine,” she growled.

“Good, but I wasn’t asking you,” I said in a light tone, and she looked up, her face pale and off-green.

Imogen didn’t seem to have heard me and was just watching the little digital display as the elevator finally began to slow, nearing the correct floor. Now that we were close, this was all that she cared about. She just wanted to be sure that her family was safe.

When it finally ground to a stop and the doors began to slide open, one of them got caught and stopped about one third of the way. Imogen rushed out, ran up the hallway, and disappeared around a bend. Lara and I broke into a jog to keep pace.

“Slow down,” I said in a loud whisper, but there was no stopping her, and we stayed as close as we could.

After a few minutes, she stopped in front of the door and knocked quietly but with purpose to get the attention of the people inside.

Nothing.

She knocked again, more hurried this time, and still nothing.

Then she tried the door, and it was unlocked. After pushing it open, she stepped inside, and we walked in right behind her. It was a cute, homely apartment with pictures on the wall and a cat tree by the full window with a digital display of a lovely mountain vista.

“Auntie Louise, are you home?” Imogen called, rushing through the living room area and into a door that I presumed was her aunt’s bedroom. “Uncle Duncan?”

Lara scanned the room and looked up at me. “They’re not here.”

Something told me she was right.
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“They’re not here,” Imogen said too as she reemerged, her face a mask of worry. “I don’t know where they would’ve gone, but they must’ve run. I know it.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked, worried that the Inquisition had found them.

“Because they took the cat carrier with them.”

“You have no idea where they would’ve gone?” I asked.

Imogen shook her head, pacing back and forth along the carpeted floor. “But I also saw that some of the wardrobe was gone and their luggage. Something must’ve tipped them off.”

“If you think that they know the Inquisition is after them, that means they could be watching this place right now,” Lara said, and I couldn’t help but look around for bugs in the room, but not seeing any cameras sitting out in plain sight, I stopped the search.

“We can’t stay here,” I asserted. “But where should we go?”

“Gemma,” Imogen said.

“What’s that, a neighborhood?” Lara asked.

“Your cousin?” I asked.

Imogen nodded before turning and running over to the computer in the corner of the room, sitting down, and logging onto the feltwork. She did some quick searches. “Spicy!”

“What?” the two of us asked in unison.

“It’s the new hot club. We can go there and ask Gemma where Louise and Duncan are,” she said. “She was always close to them in the same way that I was.”

“I hate to tell you this,” Lara said, hands on her hips and staring at Imogen, “but the three of us are not getting into any nightclubs looking like this.”

“Unless you guys have some cocktail dresses hidden away, I think she’s right,” I agreed.

Imogen looked at the two of us and appraised us in a strange way. A little smirk crossed her face. “No, but we can raid my aunt and uncle’s closet.”

She turned, and we followed her into their bedroom, which was little more than a bed, dresser, and closet beside a small bathroom. Bussel might’ve been a dump, but even the smallest apartments were twice as big as this.

Imogen began going through the closet, pulling out clothes, and throwing them on the bed quickly. Soon, a classic gray suit emerged in one hand with a button-down shirt, vest, and pants all on the same hanger.

Without looking, she shook it at me, and I understood the implication. I walked over, grabbed the outfit, and took it directly into the bathroom. When I shut the door, the light automatically flickered on. The space was cramped. Well, cramped doesn’t really do it justice.

For reasons I couldn’t possibly fathom, the toilet was right under the showerhead behind a frosted glass area and was separated by only enough space for a small bath mat to the sink. A square mirror was set into the wall above, and two metal cases housed florescent lights on either side.

Quickly, I stripped out of one outfit and began pulling on the other. To my surprise, the fit was okay. A little tight in the shoulders and a little loose in the gut, but it didn’t look like I was wearing somebody else’s suit. Charcoal gray and made of reasonably good fabric, the suit was the kind of thing that you might get at a bargain during the year-end sale when you could afford it.

I tucked in the black shirt, cinched the faux leather belt around my waist, and pulled on the vest, then buttoned it up before sliding the suit jacket on. I looked at myself in the mirror and was happy that I had decided to shower recently. Usually, I would be dirt stained and with hair sticking out in every direction, but now I looked utterly presentable.

I knocked on the door, and Lara called back, “Hold on a second!”

I waited, hearing muffled voices from the other side of the door, and tried unsuccessfully to make out what they were saying. After a moment, Imogen called me in.

When I opened the door, I saw the young woman in a white dress with flared skirt and polka dotted belt and collar. The fit was nearly perfect, and having seen a few pictures of her aunt on my way through the apartment, I wasn’t surprised.

Glancing over, I caught sight of Lara, who was in a black cocktail dress stretched so tight that it looked like a seam could burst if she took one wrong step. Since she was taller and more muscular than Imogen, it wasn’t a surprise that it fit the way it did. The neckline was low, and the skirt was slit to her thighs, accentuating her pale legs against the dark fabric.

It was the most feminine I had ever seen her dress in my life.

“Not a word,” she threatened, obviously not comfortable wearing an outfit like this.

“Don’t worry, I’m speechless,” I said despite myself, and I could have sworn I saw a hint of a smile before she turned away.

Imogen giggled. “Accidentally smooth, I like it,” she said, and her voice had a lightness that I had never heard before.

She stepped into the bathroom, then began applying a light coat of makeup and smiling at herself in the mirror.

“Feel like yourself for the first time?” I asked.

She brushed her hair behind her ear and looked at me in the reflection in the mirror. “Maybe you were a therapist in a former life?” she said.

“Can’t imagine anyone coming to me to solve their problems,” I joked.

“You’re more observant than I would’ve expected was my point,” she said. “And yes. I haven’t worn anything cute in so long… maybe it’s a bit like how you felt when we were scrapping?”

“There were moments,” I admitted. “And I was going to say that this is different because there are no carnivorous plants trying to eat us, but instead we have Inquis⁠—”

Even though I stopped speaking, I watched her shudder, and the smile disappeared from her face. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s good to remember,” she said. “I think I was just lost in the moment. We should get out of here.”

“Lara, you should put on some makeup before we go,” she called.

“No.”

Imogen turned and shot an angry look at my old friend. “Look, you’re hot and all, and I’m pretty sure if the bouncer took one look at your ass in that dress, he would let us in, but you still need to wear makeup if you expect to step foot in Spicy.”

Lara groaned.

“The things we do for a job,” I joked as she walked past me, and I couldn’t help but appreciate that what Imogen had said was true, though I tried not to let Lara notice.

“Let’s put some makeup on you and see how much you like it,” she growled back as she walked into the bathroom and closed the door.

Then every hair on my body stood on end as I heard a heavy fist slam against the front door. Moving on instinct, I ran out of the bedroom and to the other side of the apartment door where the sound had come from.

Or, more accurately: where I thought the sound had come from.

The heavy knock came again.

“Emortium City Prefect, open up!” an angry voice commanded, but it wasn’t at the door I was standing behind.

“Louise Hush, you are wanted for questioning. Open this door now,” the voice demanded, and I reached to open the door in front of me to get a sense of what we were up against.

But before I could, I felt a hand on my back, and Imogen whispered in my ear. “They live in this apartment but are registered at the one next door,” she informed me, now wearing her sunglasses and hat again, hiding the makeup she had just worked on.

“Let’s go,” Lara said, then stepped in front of me, swung the door open, and strode out into the hallway, the cheap dome light illuminating three heavily armed and armored prefects standing at the door.

The three of us walked purposefully in the other direction, and as I turned, I saw one of the prefects take a look our way for only a moment, appraising us and then returning his gaze to the door after deciding that three people in formalwear weren’t any threat.

Moving as quickly as possible without looking like we were trying to be evasive, we continued down the hall, and I pressed the call button on the elevator several times—as though that would make any difference.

It didn’t take long for an elevator to come screeching up, and we all breathed a sigh of relief before the door slid open to reveal three more prefects. We stood in stunned silence for a moment, the three of us routed to our spots until one of the officers barked at us.

“Out of the way, civilians!”

At that, we stepped aside, giving them a wide berth to go running down the hall. As the last one passed, she appraised Lara.

“Don’t you look tasty?” she said, then turned her helmeted head away and rushed down the hall. The sound of an apartment door being kicked in was the last thing we heard before the elevator door closed.

“I never want to dress like this again,” Lara complained, looking at herself in the reflection of the elevator wall.

“Why? You just got complimented,” Imogen said, and I knew better than to say anything at this particular juncture.

“That was not a compliment,” Lara stated.

Imogen let out a sharp exhalation. “Sounded like one to me.”

“That’s because we value different things,” Lara said, her tone harsh. “I want to be valued for my bounty-hunting ability, not this,” she said, gesturing to herself in the dress.

Imogen stared at her with a face that didn’t hide her judgment. “Stuff can be two things. Her appreciating you for this doesn’t diminish your bounty-hunting ability. Just take the compliment and move on.”

Lara huffed but didn’t say anything, and Imogen tapped her toe against the floor until we reached the bottom floor, though it was displayed as level five.

When the door opened, Imogen started walking, and we followed her as she guided us from the bottom floor of the crummy apartment building and out the front, onto a bustling walkway of sharply dressed people.

The street itself was built into the side of the buildings and connected bridges to the surrounding buildings, but there were wide gaps between them. These holes that presumably allowed a flight to land levels below were fenced off and inaccessible, it seemed, to anybody on this level.

“So,” I began, “people can’t go below level five unless…?”

“The lower levels are essentially a gated community, and you can visit with a day pass that you have to apply for or be invited by somebody who lives there, but the only people who are allowed to buy property have to present proof of income to the Department of Parliamentary Livelihood or be a serving or former member of Parliament,” Imogen explained.

“That’s a stratified society on a whole other level,” I noted.

Lara cleared her throat as we followed Imogen down the walkway and passed several storefronts and outdoor cafés where people sat and enjoyed meals and fancy neon cocktails.

“How are we getting down past here?” Lara asked. “It’s not that we can just go and apply for a day pass.”

“You’re in my world now, honey,” Imogen joked in a posh accent. “I have ways of doing everything.”

Despite her outward confidence, I noticed every time she checked over her shoulder or around the corner, keeping an eye out for someone coming for us. After that moment in the building, it was obvious that the noose was closing around Imogen and her family, and we did need to get them out of here.

The best thing we could do was continue to see this through, but every time her eyes flashed into a doorway or an open a window, I worried that we were being watched. The three of us were wanted by nearly every authority in the universe, and we were now striding around the capital planet out in the open.

We passed a jewelry store with living mannequins in the windows: fit men and women wearing nothing but necklaces and watches standing as advertising displays. To my surprise, Imogen turned and pushed open the door.

“We don’t have time for shopping,” Lara hissed.

Imogen ignored her, and the three of us moved past rows of shoppers standing at the glass display cases. The store was brightly lit under massive, gaudy chandeliers, and floral wallpaper lined the walls.

“Ginny!” I heard from the far side of the room. Imogen nearly broke out into a sprint and cleared the rest of the space between her and the woman in the back of the shop. A few patrons turned and looked, but once they saw it was old friends meeting, they stopped caring. And I understood why she had put the hat and glasses back on.

Because not only were we trying to sneak around while being wanted, but Imogen was also a celebrity. She had been in the public eye for quite some time, but all it would take was one person recognizing her to stir up a real hornets nest that would, one way or another, leave us stung.

“Ginny, what are you doing here?” the woman said loudly.

Imogen grabbed her by the elbow, turned her, and guided her into the back of the store.

“Are we supposed to follow?” I asked Lara, but she rolled her eyes and marched through the curtain and into the back room.

“Anastasia, I need you to get me down,” Imogen said forcefully. “And you can’t ever tell anybody that I was here.”

“Gin, there are, like, twenty cameras in this place,” Anastasia said, looking at her friend and then at us. “And who are these people?”

Her eyes ran over me, and she smiled. “And who’s he?”

“He’s nobody, and you have to get us out of here,” Imogen said. “I’m not supposed to be here. My family is in danger, and I really need your help.”

Her words peeled away the façade, and Anastasia seemed to see her friend for the first time. She ran her gloved hands down the smock over her dress and nodded nervously.

“I can get you down,” she said. “Of course. I would do anything for you, you know that. But…”

“You’re not going to get into any trouble,” Imogen lied.

There was no way that she could assure anybody who came in contact with us that they would be safe, but it was what the young woman needed to hear, and she nodded before reaching into her pocket and getting a key out.

We were standing in a little anteroom behind the shop where they stored display items and boxes but no valuables. At the opposite side of the room was a large vault door with the keyhole in its center. Anastasia unlocked the door quickly, looking over at the curtain door as though it would be thrown open by her manager the whole time.

On the other side of the heavy metal was a room full of jewels and precious metals. Though I wasn’t a thief, seeing this kind of luxury amassed in one place did make me long for a find like this. All the weapons we had discovered were worth a lot, but these were the kind of riches that could buy you a small resort planet to retire on.

“This way,” Anastasia said, waving us forward to another massive door at the back of the room. “These stairs will take you to the back of our shop on level two, but you have to keep an eye out and not get caught. I could be fired for this.”

“I understand,” Imogen said, taking her friend’s hand and giving it a squeeze. “Thank you. Love you, girl.”

“You too,” Anastasia said. “And be safe out there.”

A moment later, we were through the door and clattering down the stairs to the back of the connected shop.

“We have to hurry,” Imogen said.

I snorted. “Pretty sure that’s what we are doing already.”

“No, now more than ever,” Imogen said as she leaped down, clearing three stairs at a time. “Stacy is a horrid gossip and is already telling her mum and friends and the tabloids.”

“Then why choose her?” Lara demanded, having a hard time running in the dress.

Imogen gestured around with one hand while skimming her other along the railing to keep from tumbling the rest of the way down.

“We needed to get moving quickly, and now we are.”

It wasn’t long before we reached the bottom and came up against the back of another vault door.

“How the hell are we supposed to do this quietly?” I groused, but Imogen wasted no time in spinning the mechanism to unlock the door, then pulling it open a crack and freezing.

“He’s right there,” she whispered, and I peered over her head to see a thin man in a tuxedo hunched over a jewelry table. It was moments like this when I really missed Ned. Having him hack into their systems and distract the manager was just the kind of thing that would really help right about now.

The man was working so intently that I considered sneaking past him. But there was no way. Lara pushed us both aside and moved into position at the cracked door. She chuckled quietly.

As though she had done it a thousand times before, she pulled a hair tie from her wrist and a pin from her hair to loosen a few strands, causing Imogen to gasp.

Like she had when we were kids, she set the tie between pointer and middle finger, making a tiny slingshot into which she loaded the slender black pin. She took aim, and it was an admittedly comical sight. But she lined it up and fired, and the tiny thing shot like a dart to hit the bell in the corner beside the door.

It struck with enough force to cause a loud ding. The manager sprang to his feet and dusted his gloves, then turned to scurry out the curtain to the waiting customers that didn’t exist.

“Now,” Lara said, and I heaved the door aside. We stepped through, and I pulled the thick metal closed behind me, then spun the lock as quickly as I could.

The three of us passed through the curtain to see the man standing at the front of the shop, looking at the door before he turned and made eye contact with us.

His face registered utter shock and confusion for a moment, but I wasn’t going to let him seize on that.

“We have been standing here for upward of five eMins,” I accused in my best there’s-a-hair-in-my-soup voice.

The man held his hands to his heart. “I’m so terribly sorry, sir, but I didn’t hear you come in.”

“No,” I said, aghast that he would deign to make excuses in my presence. “What you didn’t hear is yourself making a sale. Come now, ladies.”

I threw up my chin and marched right past him, then pushed open the door with a flourish and caused the bell in the back room to ring once more.

When we got outside, Lara couldn’t help but burst into laughter. “Just like old times,” she said, patting my shoulder.

“I’ll say that was a hell of a performance,” Imogen agreed. “You sounded like any number of pretentious gold-shitters I’ve known in my life.”

“Good, I’m happy that worked.” But the moment was over as Imogen stopped listening to me and pointed in the direction of a club just across the street.

Here, at the bottom of the city, everyone was dressed in the newest fashions and standing under the glowing signs for upscale restaurants and bars. We were surrounded on all sides by beautiful flowers and bushes and trees built into planters all around. Exquisitely crafted lights hung from the underside of the street above, mosaics and murals covered every exposed wall, and water features burbled all around.

Somehow, it smelled more alive and floral than even Pleasant Planet had, and the sound of nocturnal birds trilling to one another for attention filled the air, nearly drowning out the sound of the deep bass coming from Spicy.

There was a line to get into the club, everyone waiting on a literal red carpet. Looking at some of the outfits from absolutely garish art pieces to scant or near nonexistent articles of clothing, I couldn’t believe the way people lived here.

Lara and I had spent our young lives scraping by and stealing just enough to keep us going until each of us was adopted by a man who put us to work immediately. It was the polar opposite of these young people wearing outfits that probably cost as much as the Buzzard was worth who were going out to have drinks that cost more than I made in a year.

This was the world Imogen had known. It was such a stark contrast from the one she had entered as a punishment for attacking a guy at a bar who probably deserved it.

Imogen straightened herself up and strode across the street in a way I hadn’t seen from her before. Since I’d known her, she had felt reserved and pulled in and damaged. But now, she walked straight up to the bouncer like she owned the place. And, who knows, maybe her family did.

“You can get in line, and I will get to you eventually,” the bouncer said, only looking up from the clipboard on his little podium for a moment, and then folding his massive arms. On Bussel, this was the kind of job that tended to be done by a Kyrog, but here on Emortium, nearly everybody that I saw was a human.

There were other species, sure, but the planet wasn’t as diverse as elsewhere in the universe.

“Try again,” Imogen said, her voice the equivalent of a sonic slap across the face, and the bouncer looked up lazily at her. Sliding her glasses down to the tip of her nose, she gave him a knowing look, and his eyes went wide with recognition.

“You’re back in the scene?” he gasped. “And you’re coming here first?”

“Yes, and I’m here to see Gemma. She inside?”

He nodded wordlessly. The man was so excited by her presence that he seemed like a giant child.

“I’ll tell the boss you’re here. I’m sure he’ll send you⁠—”

“No.”

The word shut his mouth immediately. “We’ll have none of that. Word-of-mouth of my presence will be enough to quadruple this line by tomorrow night, but if I see one paparazzi, I’ll pack up and go to Fame Fuckers around the corner and give them all my business. Understood?”

Watching her speak was like getting a front row seat to the lives of the affluent. She had come out with such ease and slipped back into the person she had been before the Inquisition, and I hoped that doing it didn’t make her long to return to this life. Not that she could.

“Y- y- yes,” he muttered and then he unclipped the brass hook, pulled the velvet rope aside, and let us pass.

The people in line were called forward, but a few of them were also whispering to one another, and I knew we were playing with fire. If we didn’t get in and out quickly, our pursuers would be on us. This stealth mission was like a bull in a China shop, and all I could think about was getting to her family and back to our ship.

Stepping into Spicy was not at all what I had been expecting. While there was the bar, tables, dance floor, and band I had presumed was there, the entire club seemed to have been converted from an old school building. Tile floors stretched from wall to wall, the tables were made from fused-together desks, and the bottles behind the bar were set on shelves labeled with different school subjects.

I watched Imogen scan the room, looking over the beautifully dressed people dancing and drinking and already coated in a sheen of sweat. I saw her eyes stop and widen, and I turned to see the girl who Libby had shown me in the articles about her cousin. She was standing with another person that I vaguely recognized, his eye scar having healed but still the same face of the man she had attacked.

They were dancing, and she was nuzzling his neck.

“Oh, shit.”
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I reached out to stop her, but it was too late. Imogen was pushing through people to confront her cousin and the man she had attacked. He was shirtless and gyrating against her, and Gemma was in a dress so transparent that she might as well have been in nothing at all. When they looked up to see Imogen stomping toward them, they looked absolutely terrified.

“Imogen,” Gemma tried to sooth, “what are you doing here?”

“What are you doing with him?” she demanded.

Her cousin shook her head as all of the other dancers slowed their pace to pay attention to what was unfolding in front of them. Every one of these people was going to get the gossip story of their life watching this confrontation. I wanted to try to usher the family members into a corner and away from the spectating eyes, but I didn’t want any of the onlookers to make a break for it and bring more attention to the situation.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Gemma said.

Imogen stared through narrowed eyes as though she was going to reach out and choke her cousin. “It looks like you're dancing with the guy you accused of harassing you.”

“Oh, I just, I mean,” she muttered, trying to figure out what to say.

The one-eyed man stepped forward. “She doesn’t have to tell you shit or justify anything to you anymore.”

He was fit but short and thin, and I took the opportunity to take a step forward and look down at him, my broad frame casting a shadow over his face in the light of the club. “I recommend you stay out of this.”

“Oh yeah? What can you do about it?” he asked in the voice of every drunken tough-guy I had ever met.

“What are you doing with him?” Imogen demanded again.

Gemma looked at her cousin, then up at me, and then over to the man she had been dancing with. “He’s right,” she said finally. “I don’t have to justify myself to you.”

“I—I just don’t understand,” Imogen said, her voice breaking. “I was sent away. My life was ruined. And now you’re hanging out with him?”

And that was when it clicked for me. Imogen was too close to the situation to see what was right in front of her, but I remembered Libby telling me that as soon as Imogen was gone, Gemma stepped into the limelight.

“It was a setup,” I said under my breath, almost inaudible through the sound of the band playing between two chalkboards on the little stage behind us.

“What?” Imogen said, looking up at me, but I could see it clicking into place already as her face contorted.

“She wanted to be the brightest star on Emortium, so she had her boyfriend pretend to be some perv and accused him of whatever she told you he did to get you to fly off the handle and attack him. Then, she probably used her family’s money, or your family’s money, to get this story out there.”

The look on Gemma’s face told me that I was right, and the guy beside her looked like he wanted to knock my lights out.

“I just thought you’d get community service or something,” Gemma said miserably. “I never expected for this to happen, but you were always⁠—”

“Don’t you dare blame me,” Imogen snarled, her whole body shaking.

Now, everybody in the club was staring at the two of them, and the band had gone nearly quiet except for the drummer tapping on the snare.

In a harsh voice, dripping with venom, Imogen seethed, “I got sent to the Inquisition. I was tortured and made to do things I will have to live with for the rest of my life because you wanted to be a little more famous.”

“She’s a lot more famous now,” the boyfriend said with a mocking chuckle, and there was no way for me to stop the chaos that followed.

Lara’s fist appeared from beside me faster than I could reach out to stop it. Her knuckles connected with the bridge of his nose and sent him crashing back into some dancers behind him. Blood spewed onto the floor, and he screamed out. On my other side, Imogen leapt forward and wrapped her hands around Gemma’s neck as they toppled to the ground.

People screamed and moved in to watch, cheering and snapping photos.

I had to stop this, and we had to get out of here. This was the worst-case scenario, and I knew it.

I reached down and grabbed Imogen around the waist, then pulled her off her cousin as she flailed against me.

The boyfriend came back at Lara as Gemma gasped on the floor.

But the cyclops was no match for a bounty hunter, and she easily evaded his sloppy attempt to punch before giving him a right-left that sent him crashing to the floor again. I held Imogen as she continued to kick and try to reach out at the cousin who had ruined her life.

Lara quickly knelt, grabbed a scruff of translucent fabric, and raised her bloodied fist in a threat to Gemma.

“Where is your aunt Louise?” she demanded.

“I’m not telling you sh—” But her words were cut short by a quick jab. The girl had obviously never been punched and she shrieked out in pain.

“Want another?”

“No, no, no, no,” she pleaded, raising a hand in front of her face.

“Tell us now, and if you lie…” she said, letting Gemma’s mind fill in all the terrible things that could happen to her.

“She’s in the Cubes,” Gemma said in abject terror. “Cube eighty, fifty-two.”

The boyfriend staggered to his feet one last time, his blood drenching the dance floor.

“Don’t,” I said as Imogen tried once again to escape my grasp, but I wouldn’t let her, and I think deep down, some part of her knew she shouldn’t.

“We have to get to the Cubes now,” I hissed. “We’ve attracted way too much attention already.”

“I hate you!” Imogen screamed at Gemma as I carried her back toward the door. All the people around moved out of our way, gawking and smiling excitedly. They would be at the head of every party they went to for the next several months, having witnessed the biggest moment of drama of the moment.

We rushed out and onto the street, pushed past the bouncer, and knocked over the velvet rope. I carried Imogen around the corner before I finally set her down, but she was panting and her eyes were wild.

“She… she,” Imogen said, her words like spit.

“You can’t think about that now. You have to think about your aunt and uncle,” I said, getting low and looking her right in the eyes. But they were distant.

“How could she?” Imogen murmured. “He… he… all the things that happened…”

“Imogen,” I said, trying to draw her back. “Everyone in the city will be looking for us now. You have to focus.”

“The trauma’s got her,” Lara said, sounding like she was speaking from a certain amount of experience. “You just have to bear with her for a second. I’ll find out how to get to the cubes.”

I nodded, and Lara grunted in annoyance, then hiked up her skirt a little bit so that she could break into a dead sprint and run to a nearby business.

“Imogen,” I said again. “Imogen.”

“How could she do that? How could she do that?”

“People are selfish,” I answered bluntly. “They’ll do just about anything to get what they want.”

“But… but… why is it always the worst people who succeed the most?” she demanded, her voice breaking and her face pulling into tight rage. “The worse a person is, the more they get away with. I hate it. I want it to stop.”

“You’re with good people now,” I said, kneeling as she collapsed onto the sidewalk, a sculpture garden with soft music and projecting talking faces onto the statues looming behind her. “We’re trying to help save lives and make this universe a better place for the people who inhabit it. You're part of that now, and you can help to change things.”

“But she…”

“She doesn’t matter,” I stated firmly. “So she gets herself talked about on the feltwork. What difference does that make? It’s pointless and useless. What you’re doing by helping us connect with people in government who might listen to our pleas might affect the lives of every breathing soul in the universe. You might help to stop the war before it begins.”

She blinked again and again, and I looked up the street to see if anyone was coming. There was nobody, but I could hear a commotion from around the corner, and I offered Imogen a hand. “We have to get out of here.”

“Right, okay, sure,” she said, taking my hand. She stood, and before I could say anything else, I heard footsteps coming from both directions.

A few people holding cameras came charging around the corner and running toward us, flash bulbs popping. Lara was coming at us from the other direction.

“Here!” she shouted, waving us in her direction. The lights flashed at our heels as we followed her to a motorized rickshaw with a few tiny benches under a small canopy and a driver on little more than a seat with handlebars at the front.

None of us had time to argue, though the idea of taking this thing from the planet’s surface to wherever the Cubes were was utterly unappealing.

“Where to?” the woman at the front asked once we had loaded in as she looked at us with as false a smile as I had ever seen.

“Cube eighty, fifty-two,” I barked.

“The Cubes?” she asked, but when the photographers rounded the corner to snap more pictures, she took off.

The small vessel lifted into the sky at a sickening pace. The wind pulled at our faces, and my stomach remained somewhere on the ground.

“You going to be okay?” Lara asked Imogen. She might not like or trust her, but Lara seemed to have at least grown a grudging acceptance of the young woman.

“I just,” Imogen muttered, her hair flying all around her face. “I’ll be okay.”

“Eventually,” I added, and Imogen nodded absently. Then she turned to Lara and shouted over the rushing air. “You don’t just look hot in that dress, you also kick ass.”

Lara chuckled at that. “I see what you did there.”

“And thanks for your help back there,” Imogen said. “Both of you.”

“Don’t thank us yet,” I warned her.

The rickshaw continued to rise, the string of lights shaking violently until we stopped and began streaking forward. The driver piloted us between cars and ships, ducking and dodging and swinging the vehicle around to avoid getting hit.

Lara’s hand clamped down on my knee.

A passenger bus laid on its horn when it narrowly avoided hitting us, and the driver shouted some curse. The lights of the city blurred in the dark. The driver tilted the controls, directing us toward another massive building with a landing pad jutting out from the side.

Unlike the others whose construction seemed designed for these, the one we set down atop appeared to have been added later. As though they blew out an exterior wall and then soldered on a metal platform.

I paid the fare, and we got off, Lara nearly falling out. She grabbed my arm and pulled herself up to her feet.

Lara’s brows were knit with irritation. “I miss my old ship and my armor.”

Above the door, such as it was, Cube eighty, fifty-two was scratched into a metal plate. Within the open frame, I saw a lot of movement, and as I got closer and we stepped through and down a few stairs, I tried to get a sense of what I was looking at.

There were rows of tiny, cordoned-off little rooms with no doors or roofs. They were all housed under a low ceiling and divided into long rows and columns.

“What is this?” I found myself asking as we stepped out into the carpeted walkway.

People poked their heads out from their doorways, some of which were blocked and others of which were open, and stared. With us in our fancy formalwear and Lara with her blood-covered fist, the three of us stood out.

“These all used to be office buildings, but when the Earthen Diaspora happened, all of these cubicles were converted into affordable housing for the displaced,” Imogen explained. “The government at the time said that they were going to construct new places for everybody to stay but, of course, they never did. Instead, they were content to let generation after generation grow up in three-by-three-meter homes.”

“Yikes,” Lara said.

“Yeah, the Consortium government doesn’t look great under a microscope.” Imogen picked up the pace, hurrying up the row and glancing back and forth into the micro homes. Many of them had sheets and blankets pulled over the crumbling walls, and it was impossible to see if anyone was inside.

Looking over the expanse of tiny boxes, I realized that there was no way we were going to be able to find her aunt this way.

“Call to them,” I said.

Imogen looked back at me, a mixture of fear and surprise in her face. “Really?”

“We’ll never find them in here. You have to do something, and we have to get off this planet.”

“Auntie Louise, Uncle Duncan! It’s me, Imogen. Are you in here?” she cried, and at first there was no answer.

But after a moment, two heads appeared out of one of the cubes. Imogen gasped, then she rushed forward. Her aunt and uncle emerged and wrapped their arms around their niece.

Louise was a thin woman with sharp facial features and dark hair, gray showing at the roots. Duncan was about my height with a bald head and friendly smile. They were both dressed in layers of worn clothes that looked like they might be the only thing they had worn for a few days.

“What are you doing here?” her aunt asked between tears of joy.

Lara looked up at me and whispered out of the side of her mouth. “I feel a little awkward just standing here watching this.”

“We’re here to get you off the planet,” Imogen said in a hushed voice. “It’s not safe. The Inquisition might be coming for you because of something I did. I can’t get into it now. You just have to come with me.”

“Okay,” her aunt said, then she said something to her husband, and he disappeared into his cube, before reemerging with the cat carrier.

“Imogen Hush!” a voice thundered from behind us, but I didn’t have to turn to know it was Inquisitor John Gregory.
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“Run!” I shouted, and we all rushed in the opposite direction. I stole a glance over my shoulder to see the man with his graying black hair falling around his face and a look of pure, unadulterated loathing in his eyes.

If I thought he hated me for being friends with an AI, it was nothing compared to how he felt for his rogue Acolyte.

Behind him marched a row of prefects in heavy tactical armor, scarred and damaged from years of action. The people of the cubes disappeared into their homes, and as we ran away, I knew there was nothing we were going to be able to do against this onslaught.

They were armed, and the closest thing any of us had to a weapon was a cat in a box.

Or so I thought.

The Inquisitor charged at us, and the men at his back followed, their joint footsteps shaking the ground. But Louise cawed like a bird, and an army emerged from the cubes. Where a moment before had been scared people cowering in their little boxes arose an angry mob.

They leaped out from their scant openings with mallets and crowbars, wrenches and spears fashioned out of rebar. They threw bottles and bricks, and the prefects pulled out non-lethal weapons to answer.

This was our cover.

This was the only way we survived this moment.

The crack of gunfire, the shattering of glass and smashing of stone erupted all around us. John Gregory let out a guttural howl of anger as he was stopped by the incoming projectiles.

Louise led the way, charging down the aisle with us in her wake. Duncan protected the cat, clutching the carrier as he ran. After turning a corner, they guided us further from the commotion and to a closet full of mops and brooms and various other cleaning supplies. It was dark, and not all of us would fit.

But the older woman punched out a false wall at the back, sending the leaning drywall sheet falling and giving us an out.

“Close that behind us,” she called over her shoulder, and once I passed through, I pulled the surprisingly heavy door closed until I felt it lock.

We entered another room, this one vacant, with windows on two sides and a hole smashed in the floor. A bundle of cabling was tied to some exposed piping, serving as a makeshift ladder down to the next floor. It wasn’t a far drop, and we all descended quickly. Duncan went last and handed the cat box down to me and finally clambered down himself.

Behind us, I heard the crackle of John Gregory’s blade sliding into the metal door. I had seen it once before, and the sound sent a chill down my spine. We had to keep moving, and had to get out of here.

Luckily, Louise guided us out of the door of the former office and down another flight of stairs to more cubes where she let out a similar call and another row of defenses went up.

At the far side of the room, she threw open the door, and we entered a dark space with something in its center under a tarp. Duncan pulled it aside as we caught our breath for a moment, all of us looking behind, waiting for the Inquisitor to appear.

Under the blue plastic was revealed a flighted craft similar to the one we had taken here. As Duncan shifted onto the pilot seat, Louise stepped around into a dark corner, and I squinted to see her pick up a sledgehammer. With a hard swing, she hit a patch of wall that had been painted a slightly brighter shade of white, standing out in the dim light.

The wall cracked like lightning and splintered, then came apart, and the lights of the city beyond flooded in.

The small engine kicked on, and we squeezed into the small, covered back area, then pulled the belt tight across us. The back looked as though it had been used as a storage area for random items until someone had the idea to cover it, and we all pushed tools and bits of equipment out of the way of our feet.

Louise came around from the side and hopped in just as John Gregory appeared at the far end of the room. He held up his glowing weapon and smashed every piece of detritus that was hurled his way. Sparks and cinders exploded around him, and his eyes locked on us.

He began to run, and the prefects appeared through the passage a moment later, opening fire indiscriminately. People were thrown back as they were struck with shock beams, their bodies convulsing when they hit the ground.

“Go! Go! Go!” Imogen shouted, and I clutched the carrier close to me.

Duncan floored it, and the flighted rickshaw rocketed out of the hole, clipping a corner and causing debris to clatter down on the roof.

If I thought the ride here was bad, I hadn’t seen anything yet.

Prefects on flighted bikes lit their cherry lights and sirens before tearing through the sky after us. But Duncan was good. He turned the bike and roared into oncoming traffic.

Lara looked set to pass out, and Imogen screamed as her uncle darted through traffic, deftly swerving this way and that to avoid headlights, leaving screaming horns in our wake. The Prefects stayed outside of the traffic, following us and the chaos of cars soaring out of their designated flight paths.

The prefects called to us on loudspeakers, but with the rushing air, thunderous thrusters, and oncoming traffic, all sounds were drowned out.

Duncan called something to us, but it, too, was inaudible.

Then he pointed the nose of the craft directly downward and dropped us out of the river of cars, sending us plummeting toward the surface of the planet.

I looked down into the box in my arms, and the cat within was staring back at me with every hair on its body standing on end.

“Sorry, little one,” I told it as though it understood me, could hear me, or that my words made any difference.

The prefects were continuing to make declarations at us, and now I heard the words, “…or we will open fire on you.”

Louise must’ve heard the same thing as she reached under the seat and pulled out a long, slender rifle.

“Now we're talking,” Lara said, looking green in the gills but reaching out for the weapon. Louise wasted no time in handing the rifle to this person she had never met. I guessed any friend of Imogen was a friend of theirs.

When we first started working together, Lara was disinclined to attack Consortium officers, but now that we were on the run and they had threatened to shoot us out of the sky, that had changed.

Having the weapon in her hand seemed to calm her. I watched her face transform from one of nausea to fierce focus. In a moment, as so often happened, I watched her become Kilara Vex.

Staring down the scope, she focused on the first of the three vehicles on our tail and squeezed the trigger, sending a shell steaming into the enclosed space while sending a bullet screaming through the air and directly into one of the thrusters of the prefect’s bike.

It started smoking immediately before bursting into flame. The pilot ejected and was thrown into the air. Immediately after being tossed, the pilot activated his parachute, beginning to glide slowly downward. Similarly, rather than allowing the bike to crash to the surface and possibly kill someone below, a parachute activated at the same time as fire retardants.

Having watched their friend get shot out of the sky, the two other bikes opened fire on us, sending energy blasts streaking through the air in our direction.

I wondered if Duncan had been a stunt driver in his previous life because he skillfully maneuvered away from the shots, but the wild movement left Lara unable to line up another shot.

When she raised the rifle again, she pulled the trigger, but the bullet went wide as Duncan took a hairpin turn and zipped into a commercial parking lot at the side of the building. Bright lights flooded us, and the two bikes followed.

Duncan flew us round and round, guiding us upward between pillars and between vehicles pulling into and out of spots.

He laid on the horn as one car turned to pull into a vacant opening, the sound causing the driver to stop just long enough for us to shoot the gap between its hood and another car’s bumper.

The two prefects weren’t able to adjust quite as quickly, and one of them slammed headlong into the side of the parking car as the other blasted through the gap.

Car alarms shrieked, and we were thrown around in the back, but we only had one more pursuer.

Lara raised her weapon one more time and waited for a person to leap behind their car just in case, before taking the shot. But when she pulled the trigger, I heard her curse, and she pulled it down, obviously addressing a jammed weapon.

My stomper had that problem frequently, so I knew the feeling well, only now we were in trouble.

But I had an idea.

I reached down and pulled one of Duncan’s shoes from my feet, then began glancing around the floor of the small space. I scooped up the shell casings, some bolts and screws, bottle caps, and a small wrench.

Quickly, I began stuffing them into the loafer.

I had to stop when the prefect opened fire on us once again, and we only narrowly avoided the blasts when Duncan zipped between two pillars, jumped up and over a car, and slammed our roof into the cement top of the lot and sending us crashing back down to the ground.

Lara was still focused on trying to repair her weapon, and Louise was getting things by reaching over and getting her hands in it too. Imogen was staring in terror, and our pursuer was seemingly just waiting to get the one lucky shot that ended this entire chase.

Another handful of loose items, and the shoe was full.

“Let them catch up!” I screamed as loudly as I could, using a volume I hadn’t since the time I fell into a wild blunchen den and had to call for Lutch to save me or I would have been eaten.

The man I didn’t know shot me a quick, confused look but then slowed just enough to allow the bike to close the distance. The fact that they came rushing up behind us took them by surprise, and I could see the shock in the prefect’s eyes from within his helmet as he hit the brakes just a meter behind us.

I took that opportunity to throw the metal filled shoe. My heart thundered in the split second that it flew through the air, before it got sucked into the thruster turbine.

The effect was immediate, and the thing burst, spraying flaming metal in every direction and sending the bike careening to the ground.

Duncan banked, and we continued up and up at a rapid speed until he crashed through an exit arm and out another side of the building.

He slowed some and moved us into a line of traffic, then looked back over his shoulder.

“Nice work, young man,” he said to me and then turned to Lara. “And you, too.”

“They’re bounty hunters,” Imogen said. “But we have to get back to our ship and get out of here.”

“Agreed.” Louise pulled the rifle from Lara’s hands and continued to work at it just in case somebody else moved in on us.

Imogen told them where we were parked, and Duncan changed directions, now obeying traffic laws and shifting from one extreme of traffic to another.

“They’ll never stop coming for you,” Imogen said softly. Her aunt stopped what she was doing and draped an arm over her knees.

“What’s important is that you came for us,” her aunt said. “We had an inkling but had no idea how truly bad it was getting. If you hadn’t come…”

“But we did,” I interjected. “And now we are working to get you out of here.”

“We will need to get to Vache I,” Louise said, pronouncing the name of the planet with an elegant accent on top of her already accented voice.

“Vache I?”

“Yes.”

“What’s there?” I asked, never having heard of the planet.

Louise looked at Imogen, asking with her eyes for confirmation that we were trustworthy, and when she gave a little nod, the older woman answered, “The Peacers.”
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To my great surprise, we made it back to the parking lot without being chased and even walked past a few prefects who were standing by customs. The Inquisitor was gone, and we simply strode back to our ship and left the planet.

Prior to activating the Tidal Drive, I sent a message to Alek to meet us back at the diner. The moment I got a confirmation, I sent us into a gyre to get away from Emortium. And when I did, every one of us began laughing.

It was as though none of us believed we would make it off the planet alive, and now that we had, we couldn’t believe it. Imogen hugged her family, and Lara gave me a little punch on the elbow, then smiled before readjusting her dress as it had slid dangerously high.

“This thing sucks,” she complained. “There’s not enough fabric. You pull one side, and it shows off the other.”

“I know you hate it,” I told her quietly. “But you really do look amazing in it.”

I expected her to say something or change the subject or make a joke at my expense, but she just looked away. In the reflection of the windshield, I swore I saw her blush.

“Thank you, Hank,” I heard Imogen say from over my shoulder, and I turned to see her with the two family members standing right behind our seats, smiling at us.

Duncan was now holding the little orange cat, who was purring in his arms. “You really didn’t have to do this, and now that you have, I will give you access to whatever connections I have and help you in any way that I can.”

“Thank you for that,” I said. “And you’re welcome.”

She turned to look at Lara. “And thank you, too. I know you hate me and you didn’t want to do this, but you risked your life and made yourself miserable to help me, and I’ll never forget that.”

“I don’t hate you,” Lara said in the tone of the exasperated sigh. “I can see now that everything you told us was true. And I understand now what you went through to join us. Part of me might never trust you because when we first met you were an Acolyte, but I certainly don’t hate you.”

“I’ll take that,” Imogen said with a little smile.

I looked over her shoulder at her aunt and uncle. “So, you’re rebels?”

“Something like that,” Louise said, obviously still disinclined to tell us everything.

“They saved my life,” Imogen said. “And rescued me from a life I hated. You can tell them everything.”

Louise and Duncan shared a look and then she sighed and said, “We have been working with the Peacers for quite some time. The organization’s presence on the capital planet is limited, but we were doing the best we could to funnel information to them. As I’m sure you know, the group is not one unified force but many disparate factions all working toward a common goal.”

“Actually,” I said. “I don’t know much of anything about the group other than that they are a thorn in the Consortium’s side.”

“Really?” Louise and Duncan asked in unison.

“Me neither,” Lara said. “Also, I’m Lara, and this is Hank.”

Handshakes were exchanged all around, as well as proper pleasantries, before Louise continued to explain. “Well, I suppose I should start at the beginning. The Peacers were formed when several groups of people came together with the understanding that they all wanted change. The groups all had different reasons for wanting said change, but the enemy of my enemy is my friend was the prevailing opinion, so these different groups with different philosophies formed one large organization to push back against Consortium control.”

“Does this cause a lot of friction?” I asked.

“Do all scrappers have the same philosophical belief?” Imogen asked. “Or is the one thing that unifies you enough to put your petty differences aside?”

“I get the point you’re trying to make, but scrapping is not the same as starting a revolution.”

“It’s enough the same,” she said.

Louise smiled at me. “There is, in fact, quite a bit of friction, and it’s why the tenets of the larger group are broad and vague and more about what we don’t want than what we do.”

“I suppose that’s a smart strategy,” I said. “Focus on the things that unify you rather than the aspects that don’t.”

“Precisely,” Duncan said in a similarly accented voice as his wife. “So, we're not foolish enough to think there’s nothing to be worried about, but we also understand that we were better off with deep learning computer intelligence than we are without it.”

Imogen smirked at me. “Now you can see why they are the black sheep of the family. They were at risk from John Gregory and why I thought you might get along.”

“More like the electric sheep of the family,” Louise said, pulling up her hair to reveal a metal plate under the wig. “I had a disease that you would never have heard of but that was eating my brain, and the doctors told me there was no cure. But there was a doctor who was working with experimental treatments who said he would be willing to take a risk on my case in exchange for an exorbitant amount of money. Of course, I used my portion of my inheritance to save my life and let this doctor fill my skull with AI-controlled nanobots that targeted the tumor to keep it from growing back.

“The only reason I had this available to me was because I had money, and even then, it cost me more than just the bank transfer. My mother’s political opponents were able to gain access to my medical records, and even though they weren’t able to find out what I did to save my life, since that was under the table, they were able to extrapolate that I had done something to survive what should have killed me.

“They used this to force my mother’s hand on a crucial issue. I pleaded with her not to make a deal with the blackmailers, but she chose to protect me and did what was demanded of her. My sisters never forgave me for that. Ever since then, I’ve wanted to dedicate my life to something important, something that matters. And that’s why I got involved with the Peacers. It seemed like a natural fit, and I’m happy to be a part of something meaningful.”

I sat there in stunned silence. It was a lot to take in.

“Thank you for sharing that with us,” Lara said. “As a bounty hunter, I have to give you credit for the gray roots in your hair. That touch threw even me off the scent of it being a wig.”

Louise smiled at that. “I dyed it myself, and it certainly seems to do the trick.” Then she paused thoughtfully. “And I honestly can’t believe that I just told you that story. I’ve admitted to any number of crimes, and Imogen just said you were bounty hunters.”

“Your secret is safe with us,” I assured her. “And I think after everything we’ve been through in the last hour, a certain level of trust has already been earned.”

“Yes, nearly having been killed together does help to ingratiate one to another,” she said with a light laugh.

“How were you able to find us?” Duncan asked, and Imogen looked like she was trying to swallow glass.

“Gemma,” she said, her lips pulling together as though her brain didn’t want her to say more. “But I just can’t talk about it.”

Louise looked at Lara, who gave a quick answer. “Turns out Gemma set Gen up by getting her to attack her boyfriend. Which is why she got sent to the Inquisition.”

Louise looked to Imogen for confirmation, and the young woman gave a quick jerking nod.

“Oh, baby,” Louise said and wrapped her niece in a hug. “I can’t imagine what you have been through, and I still can’t believe that my other niece would betray you like that, or that my sister would send you to the Inquisition.”

Duncan looked at me. “I can.”

The three of them stepped away after that, chatting softly as the couple tried to calm down their niece.

“Must be nice,” Lara said after a while.

“What’s that?” I asked, half sleeping.

She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Having a family.”

I nodded slowly.

“You ever try to find your parents?” she asked. “Your birth parents, I mean.”

I shrugged. “Nope. Mister Fiddler said they were dead, and I believed him. Had nothing else to go on, so even when I had access to the feltwork and a ship, I didn’t think much of it. Did you?”

She didn’t answer for a long moment. “I did. A lot.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” she said as though it was an embarrassing admission. “After Syn took me in, and when things with him were so hard, I sneaked onto a bounty hunter database and looked for anything I could find about them.”

“And?” I asked, leaning forward in my chair and causing the suit to strain against my shoulders. Like her, I couldn’t wait to get out of this outfit.

“And I couldn’t find anything,” she said, staring down at her hand as she picked dried blood off her skin with a fingernail. “Even tried to see if I could find anything about your parents, and I couldn’t. It’s like the universe erased all mention of either of them.”

“Well, we might have been born because of them, but we are the people that we are because of who raised us. Lutch and Syn, the people of the orphanage, and the friends we spent those young days together with,” I said, and I believed it. In my mind, Lutch was my one father.

“You’re right, of course,” she said. “But I still wanted to know more about the people that I came from. I guess I wanted to know…”

And she didn’t have to say it.

“The people who left you,” I filled in.

She nodded.

“Suppose I just never cared that much,” I admitted.

She shook her head. “You said that when you were young, too, and I never understood it. And I still don’t now.”

I was about to explain my views on it, but the Tidal Drive indicator flashed, and I pressed the button to wash us out at the diner where I landed the little ship. We hurried off and back onto the Buzzard, where Alek was waiting for us.

I introduced him to Imogen’s family, and he took the helm as Lara and I rushed to our quarters to change.

Once I had, I returned to the cockpit where he was already piloting us to Vache I. Or, rather, Ned was piloting us with Alek, making it look like he was doing the flying. I closed the cockpit door even though it appeared that Imogen and her family were all in her room.

“When we heard from you, I had Libbie send an encrypted message to Skynt to let him know that you had deposited the ship back where you picked it up,” Ned informed me.

“Thanks for that,” I said, then flopped into the captain's chair and let out a long breath.

“Doesn’t look like you got shot,” Alek observed with a laugh.

I ran a hand through my hair. “No, but I got shot at. And I saw our best friend.”

“He must’ve loved seeing Imogen palling around with you guys,” Ned joked.

“Right, exactly as much as you would expect.”

“And where are we going now?” Alek asked, pointing out into the gyre tube.

“I was going to ask the same thing,” Ned put in. “My records show that Vache I is a deceased planet.”

I had to laugh at that. “I expect that’s what they want you to think.”

“Who?”

“The Peacers.”

That shut Ned up.

“Can’t say I know much about them,” Alek said. “Except what little they reported on the news between sporting events when I had games on at the bar.”

“They’re an organization dedicated to the destruction of the government I was created to defend,” Ned said, his voice cold and angry.

“They’re also the people whose beliefs happen to align with your own and are the only folks out there trying to give a voice to the AI,” I noted. “Ned, when you were created, things were very different than they are now, and you have to remember that.”

“I’m not sure my programming allows me to,” he said, sounding dejected. “Maybe I’ll have Edwin go in and poke around.”

“You would want someone to change what is essentially your brain chemistry?” Alek asked.

“No,” Ned answered quickly. “I don’t want that, but I sometimes wonder if it’s going to be necessary to change some lines of code in my mind to make possible what we are going to do. The Consortium is an organization that wants me dead, but I still can’t think of them as my enemy. All I can do is want to make them better.”

“Maybe that’s for the best,” I suggested. “That is the one thing that separates us from the Peacers. We don’t want to destroy the Consortium. We do want to make it better.”

“Yes, but my programming is going to prevent me from doing things that I might have to do in order to rebuild the thing I love,” Ned rebuked.

I shook my head before tapping the armrest of my chair. “I think it’s a bad idea to have Edwin go into your brain and do anything unless he has to. You are a good man the way you are, and you don’t need to change that.”

“Thank you for saying that, but I also think I need to be realistic about what it might take to defeat Twain. A soldier has to be ready for anything,” he said. I wasn’t going to argue with that. While I was surprised to hear him talking like this and even considering something as drastic as going to Edwin, I also knew that he had reasons for doing things that I wasn’t able to understand.

Instead, I asked the question that seemed relevant. “Are you going to be able to keep quiet as I take Imogen’s family back to the Peacers?”

“Yes,” he stated unequivocally, and I was relieved to hear it.

I didn’t know what to expect with these people, but something that Louise had said stuck out in my mind. We were being chased by everyone, and we were going to need people on our side. I was hoping that would be the Consortium through Imogen’s connections, but I also had to be realistic about the likelihood of that.

If it failed, we were going to need people, and as Louise had pointed out, the enemy of my enemy is my friend. So, it seemed pertinent to make nice with the Peacers and feel them out.

I was certainly dubious about them and concerned that allying myself to them might only make things worse, but it was worth looking into. If nothing else, it would be nice to be around other people who didn’t fear and hate AIs. I certainly wouldn’t tell anybody about Ned or Libby or Bard, but it was nice to know that there were people in the universe who didn’t want to see them destroyed.

“Here we are,” Ned said, and I was surprised that we had reached our destination so quickly.

“Hiding in plain sight,” I observed.

Ned piloted, and I was happy for him to take control as he scanned the surface for signs of life.

“Nothing,” he said, sounding slightly impressed. “At least they know what they’re doing well enough to not be discovered by the most rudimentary of methods. Let’s see if they can outwit me.”

Lines of code filled the screen, and every type of scanner I had on board the Buzzard seemed to be running simultaneously. He corrected course and began shifting us toward the planetary surface, passing through a dense fog.

From the sky, it all looked flat and brown with patches of green poking up through what appeared to be an endless sea of dirt. The wet air steamed against the ship, and in the distance, a wood factory building with accompanying small bunk houses came into view.

“After analyzing the terrain, atmospheric features, and blueprints from the still-operational Vache VII, I believe this is where the rebels have their base,” Ned said with an air of superiority, and a moment later there was a knock on the cockpit door.

I sat in the pilot’s seat and gripped the controls.

Alek turned his body slightly and opened the door to reveal Louise, who pushed right into the small space and looked out the window.

“How did you know where to land?” she asked when she saw where we were. “I came in here to tell you where to go.”

“Scrapper’s instinct,” I told her with the same smug haughtiness Ned had used a moment earlier.

“I thought you were a bounty hunter,” she said with an eyebrow raised.

“I’m a little from column A and a little from column B,” I said and guided us toward the factory building, then set the Buzzard down, dirt and hay and loose grass flying in every direction.

I disengaged the engine, then we all stood and moved away toward the back of the ship.

“I’m assuming the records are right and the atmosphere is breathable? Non-toxic?” I asked as I reached out to grab the ramp controls hanging from a line of cabling.

“Yes, but…” Duncan said, pausing as I engaged the ramp.

The moment the back of the Buzzard cracked open, a stench like nothing I had ever smelled in my entire life hit us all like a fist to the nose.

“What the hell is that?” Lara asked.

Louise looked at us from over her shoulder. “Death.”
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The smell was so strong that I could taste it, and it seemed to coat the inside of my nose and mouth and burn my lungs.

“You never get used to it,” Duncan said in an irritatingly matter-of-fact tone of voice. “And you simply must buy new clothes after spending time here.”

Imogen immediately rushed back into the ship to one of the bathrooms before reemerging as the ramp struck the planet’s surface. Louise led the way and we followed, walking out onto the dull brown surface under a gray fog that seemed to have been stretched tight over the entire place.

It was silent. Other than the clicking and creaking of the Buzzard settling, there was nothing to be heard anywhere. No noises of machinery, no sounds of life or even the wind. It was eerie and unnerving, and I watched as Lara reached out and grabbed the pommel of her blade. She was feeling it too.

I turned to look at the buildings and was struck by something: they didn’t look old and worn out like so many of the other structures I had seen scrapping on dead planets. Instead, they looked new. Well, maybe not new but newish.

Then, looking at the ground, I realized that it wasn’t just dirt that I was looking at but rotted flesh. Pieces of bone reached out like fingers and tufts of fur stuck out like grass.

“What was this place?” I asked, but Louise was walking purposefully toward the main building.

Imogen fell in beside me, having now wrapped one of the shirts she had bought at the Heap around her mouth and nose. Lara had pulled on her mask, and I regretted not having brought mine from the ship.

Before I could reiterate the question, the door to the large building flew open, and men and women in flak jackets, combat pants, and boots came rushing out, shouting, and pointing weapons at us.

“It’s me, it’s me,” Louise said to the man at the front of the squad.

They were all wearing helmets, goggles, and respirators that I assumed were for filtering out the smell, and the lead man with a patch on his left shoulder stopped and stared at her for a moment.

“Louise?” he asked, lowering his weapon. “What the hell are you doing here? Were you made?”

“No, but the Inquisition was coming for me for another reason, so I’m going to have to lay low with your lot for a time,” she said, striding over to shake the man’s hand.

He slung his rifle over his back and pulled the respirator down before sliding the goggles up onto his helmet to appraise Louise.

As he shook her hand, he said, “Only you would come to the front lines to lay low.”

He saw Duncan over her shoulder and hurried over, ignoring the man and looking into the crate. “Peaches, I’ve missed you,” he cooed, and I was surprised that this man appeared to be the leader of this sect of the Peacers.

He was young with chiseled facial features, a clean-shaven face, and bright, smart eyes. His voice was low, and long black hair flowed out from the back of his helmet. Tattoos peeked out from his collar and sleeves.

He looked up and locked eyes with me.

“And who do we have here?” he boomed, sounding friendly but authoritative.

“This is my niece, Imogen,” Louise introduced, “and this is⁠—”

“Hunter Spears and Kilara Vex,” I said, stepping forward and making myself as big as possible.

“Good to meet you both. Any friend of these two is a friend of ours, and you,” he said, shooting a thousand-kilowatt smile at Lara, “have a name I’ve heard. I believe you may have brought in a few of my compatriots.”

I saw Lara’s muscles tighten, but so did his. “No hard feelings, a job is a job, and I understand that you were just doing yours.”

He looked at me. “I haven’t heard of you yet, though.”

“‘Yet’ being the operative word,” I said with my own winning smile.

He pointed a finger and laughed. “I like that, I like that. Now come inside and get out of this horrid stench.”

He strode over to Imogen and whispered something to her as he began walking back toward the building that was almost as large as a city block. It was dark wood with large windows on the second floor and a quiet smokestack rising out of the top.

Despite his friendly demeanor, the soldiers that he had appeared with all filed around us, making a semicircle and keeping their hands on their weapons. We were welcome, but it was a cautious welcome.

Stepping into the first door, a rush of air hit us from blowers on all sides and then the doors swung closed behind us. We walked into a small anteroom, then the second set of doors on the other side opened.

Inside, I saw all the telltale signs of a meat processing plant. Another thing that Lutch had taught me was how to identify what things were used for. I might not have a working knowledge of how everything worked precisely, but I had a vague enough sense that I could strip something for parts or identify what was valuable.

He spent an entire summer quizzing me on different types of factories, what they might look like, and what parts I might find within. I had to ask again.

“What is this place?”

“This is Vache I, and I am Shep,” the man said after pulling off his helmet and setting it on a conveyor belt. Like the walls of the building, the machinery all looked new and could be salvaged for a lot of valuable parts. I would keep that in mind if I needed to ingratiate myself to them later.

“This planet was colonized by CibumCo in the area of fifty years ago,” he explained. “They carpet-bombed the entire thing with grass seeds and waited for it to grow. Once it had, they built an infrastructure and flew in a couple of million heads of cattle. Ranches like this were set up all over the continent, and the starship cowboys flew in behind. Things were going good for a time, but sometimes the environment of the planet doesn’t take to colonization, and this one had a particular spore that thrived on cow patties.

“If they had come with only a few animals, they probably would’ve survived, but in the quantity they came, disease blossomed like tulips in Amsterdam, and there was nothing they could do to stop it. They tried, as you would expect, but it didn’t work. So, what you smell is the rotting remains of several million animals whose decomposition has been slowed by a specific bateria. It’s actually rather fascinating but something tells you that you are uninterested at the moment.”

“I am,” I said, the stench still seared into my nose. “But I appreciate you explaining just enough.”

“I appreciate you bringing us our friends,” he said. I couldn’t quite put my finger on the slight drawl that he spoke with. “I’d be happy to repay you with a meal if you’d be so inclined?”

“I never turn down a meal,” Alek said, speaking for the first time.

“Well, it would be our pleasure,” Shep said. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name.”

I wondered if he would use his made-up bounty hunter name, but he introduced himself by his actual name. Once he did, Shep gave a little nod, and his men stood at ease. They slung their weapons and pulled off their goggles and breathers as well.

Introductions were made all around, though I didn’t commit the names to memory in the way that I probably should have. When the situation was calm and everyone seemed at ease, Shep waved us on and guided us along the metal floor sprinkled with wood shavings.

At the back of the room was a large garage door under a walkway with more armed Peacers. Shep waved at a camera, and the rolling door clattered open, revealing this branch’s base of operations.

Bunked cots lined the left wall, and workout equipment, the right. Tables made from old school desks filled the center of the room and were surrounded by makeshift chairs constructed of ammo boxes, crates, cinder blocks, or whatever other found object would serve. A few computer terminals and the communication station were set up at the far side of the room, and people similarly dressed to the ones who had met us outside filled the place.

Several Kyrog were playing cards in the corner, and a couple of Vekrass seemed to be attempting to modify some weapons. There were even some species that I didn’t recognize.

“Welcome to our little slice of paradise,” Shep said, gesturing toward the room. There was one long table at the center of the space, but I couldn’t help looking up at the walkways above, where more armed guards watched everything unfolding.

Louise and Duncan immediately split off and ran to greet a few old friends with hugs, leaving the four of us standing like sore thumbs in the center of the room.

“Won’t you come join me,” Shep offered, walking in the direction of the large table as every set of eyes watched us.

The man stepped up on one of the benches beside the table and then up onto the table itself. “These people have returned to us our friends from the clutches of the Inquisition. Louise vouches for them, so they are good.”

That was all anybody needed to hear, and as soon as he was done speaking, they all went back to what they were doing before we had entered. A skinny kid who looked no older than a teenager rushed over and began setting mugs on the table.

“Wine, I think will do the trick,” Shep suggested.

The young man scampered away but returned quickly.

“I’m truly grateful for what you have done,” he said, addressing all of us. “Please come and sit.”

We did, and the young man wasted no time in filling all of our ceramic mugs to the brim with a deep red wine. In turn, we wasted no time beginning to drink. If I hadn’t been with Imogen, I’m not sure I would’ve drunk it without some trepidation, but seeing the reverence with which he held Louise, I knew he wouldn’t do anything to harm a family member.

The drink was lukewarm and tasted more like spoiled fruit than what I knew of wine, but it was still exactly what I needed. Getting to this point had been harrowing and exhausting, and while I never felt entirely safe and knew that John Gregory or a consortium fleet could appear at any moment, this was the closest thing to secure that we had known for a long time.

“So, tell me what brought you to this point,” Shep said. “If y’all aren’t here to take us in, then maybe this can be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

I took another sip, glanced around the room and then answered. “I spent my life as a scrapper, but I got into a bit of trouble with the Consortium, and Alek and Kilara here came to my aid. Imogen needed rescue, and we took her on, but now the Inquisition is after us as well.”

I fudged the details, sure, but the gist was there, and this stranger didn’t need to know all our business.

“What about you?” I asked. “How did you come to lead this sect of the Peacers.”

He waved a hand and poured back some wine before signaling for his aide to bring over another bottle. “Can’t say my story is all that interesting…” he mused but looked at Lara in a way that made me think he was about to tell a story that was, in fact, that interesting.

“I was from a Podunk planet you have never heard of, working for my father until the previously mentioned CibumCo bought the place out from under us and gave us the choice to move or work for them. I chose the work and paid the price. Lost my leg and was told I could replace it with something that actually responded to my mind,” Shep explained, but as he was speaking, Alek tugged at his pant leg to reveal his own peg leg.

“Exactly that,” he said, pointing. “And it’s even more appalling for you. Humans colonize the universe. Then force everybody else into a universal Consortium to fight a threat that they, themselves, are the ones who wrought. Once that war is over, they make every species live under their rule.”

“Parliament does have representatives from many species,” I noted halfheartedly.

“Right, governmental lip service,” Shep said, his voice getting a little bit heated. “Just enough theoretical influence to keep those groups quiet.”

“There’s a lot of that sentiment on my home planet as well,” Alek admitted, “and I expect that the Kyrogi colonies feel it even worse.”

“As somebody on the inside,” Shep said, “I assure you that they do. I met many people from many species that don’t like being told how to live their lives.”

“I don’t have a hard time believing that,” Imogen said, her voice quiet before she took a tiny sip of the wine. I wondered if, after seeing how Gemma was living her life, Imogen was not as interested in alcohol anymore.

“Of course you don’t.” Shep nodded, then shifted in his seat, his eyes flashing between the four of us. “Because you’re smart people who have lived in this universe long enough to see what the Consortium actually does to people. Look around this room. All the folks here are outlaws, and most of them because they chose to live rather than to let a curable disease kill them or maim them. Given the choice, big fella, I’m guessing you would like a leg that worked.”

“Alek is fine,” he corrected, though I seemed to remember him using a nickname not that long ago. “But yes, I would.”

“Didn’t mean to offend, my friend. Monikers like that are a term of endearment where I’m from,” he explained. “Anyway, I wanted the leg to work and I got it. But that made me an outlaw. I floundered for quite some time until I met the man who used to run this crew, and he took me in, gave me purpose. Like I said, not all that interesting.”

“It’s interesting,” Lara assured him.

“What happened to your predecessor?” Alek inquired.

“Consortium got him,” he said, voice breaking a bit. He downed the rest of his wine and poured himself another. “This fight comes with a lot of loss, but that’s the price that must be paid.”

“Are there other ways of effecting change?” Alek asked. “I come from a place where the clans have warred with one another since time immemorial, and nothing ever changes or gets better.”

“I can’t speak to how things are back where you come from, but here the only way to get attention is through violence,” Shep said. “Sure, it would be better if I could just speak before Parliament and people would listen. But that’s just not how things are.”

Unfortunately, I knew that he was right. As somebody who was simply trying to warn the government about a potential attack and couldn’t because of my association with an artificial intelligence, I sympathized with what he was saying.

I had jumped through so many hoops just to put Imogen in a position to translate documents for us and introduce us to her political connections, and I wasn’t even sure if that would do the trick.

“Real change comes at the cost of blood, and the Consortium is asleep at the wheel,” Shep said, his tone growing dark. “If something were to happen, they’re not ready, and they leave the whole universe at risk. While I may not like having to punch so high above my weight, I’ll do it if it means I protect the people of this universe.”

“That’s admirable,” Imogen said, staring at him. “It’s nice to see that good people are doing good work.”

“I don’t know how good I am,” Shep admitted. “I’ve had to do some hard things, but I do it because it’s right.”

“Putting others before yourself can make up for those hard things,” I said to Shep but looked at Imogen.

A small smile crossed her lips, and Shep knocked his fist against the table. “That’s exactly right. Righteousness comes at a cost. You may have to give away small pieces of yourself, chip away at that goodness, but it’s all for something greater. I truly believe that we are the⁠—”

He didn’t finish as one of the people at the communications array that was a species I didn’t immediately recognize stood and shouted. “Wasps are attacking the colony on Pastus XI!” it screamed, and I couldn’t help but stare. The species appeared humanoid but with translucent, wet-looking skin and no hair.

Shep turned to look at us. “Any interest in helping us swat some Wasps.”
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I was up prior to him even asking the question. Of anybody they could have been fighting, the Wasps were the one group I was more than happy to take up arms against. Was I holding a grudge against them for what they did to that family? Certainly, but it didn’t matter what my motivations were. If these people were attacking some nearby village, I was going to do something about it.

“Hell yes!” I said, and a big smile crossed Shep’s face.

He turned to look at Lara. “Would you like to ride with me?”

“I sure would,” Alek said before Lara could answer, and I saw her suppress a laugh.

Imogen looked up at me. “You mind if I stay here?”

“Of course not,” I told her. “I know how much you’ve been through, and you deserve a break.”

“Thank you,” she said, her voice sounding like she could have been blown away in a light breeze.

I reached down and gave her shoulder a little squeeze, and she put her hand on top of mine, looking up at me with pure gratitude. I could feel her appreciation without her having to say anything, and I felt good as I turned and followed Shep and his people back out the door.

My excitement to help the people of this town was stopped only by getting hit in the face with the stench when the second door opened. Avoiding that odor carried me quickly back to the Buzzard while the Peacers pulled the false roofs from the little structures all around, revealing their starships hidden a little distance from the factory building.

I crashed into the captain’s seat, with Lara sitting down beside me.

“Nice of you to join me,” I said, firing up the engines and closing the cargo door.

“Nice of Alek to go in instead of me,” she said, sliding her mask back off.

After firing off the thrusters, I followed the other ships as they streaked up and away from the surface. It was several light fighters and one medium eagle class ship. All of them seemed to be in good working order, with only a little bit of battle damage on the exteriors.

I simply followed the line of ships up through the fog layer and out into space.

“What was your read on Shep?” Ned asked, reminding me that he had been watching the whole thing through the earpiece camera.

“Seems a compassionate man with some beliefs that align with our own,” I assessed.

“And he’s easy on the eyes,” Lara said, smirking at me.

Even though I knew she was trying to get my goat, it worked, but I tried not to let it show.

“I think there’s a potential for a mutually beneficial relationship here,” I stated in a manner-of-fact tone and Lara continued to smile.

“As I feared, my own feelings about this are complicated,” Ned said. “My overriding desire to find allies in our war against Twain makes these people a logical choice, but the fact that they are actively trying to destroy the Consortium goes against my fundamental beliefs. Unlike anybody within the government, the Peacers would likely welcome my assistance, but it’s hard to know that for sure. It seems wise to make nice with them but also wise to play it close to the vest, as you have already.”

The ships blasted through space quickly, turning and tilting toward a nearby planet, and I set it as our destination. The Peacers activated their Tidal Drives and skipped from here to there, but I had to wait a moment for mine to warm up.

“We really need to,” Lara began, but I didn’t even let her finish.

“I know, I know, we need to get this ship some serious upgrades.”

“I think even if we just bring it up to working order, that would be pretty good,” she joked.

I activated the drive as soon as it charged, and we washed out almost immediately to see the Peacer ships descending onto the bright green little planet. We followed, passing down through some light clouds, to a sea of endless green that was the opposite of the planet we had just come from. Everywhere I looked, waving Emerald grass was growing on rolling hills.

“Looks like this planet is going to get its cattle any day now,” I observed, and Lara nodded.

“My records indicate that CibumCo planets are often a home for squatters and displaced people before they bring the shipments of cows,” Ned explained. “If I had to guess, they probably don't even mind people setting up rudimentary infrastructures on the planet. The company would just roll in, kick the people out at the barrel of a gun, and then use the cleared land for their own buildings.”

“Makes sense,” I agreed.

In the distance, a streak of black cut into the blue sky, and all of the ships moved in that direction before we passed over a small palisade wall and landed amidst several nomadic style houses constructed off the sides of their starcraft.

These swan class ships had retractable exterior panels that could be folded out and clicked into place to create little homes abutting the side of the craft. The ships seemed to have been through a lot and looked to be in about as rough shape as the Buzzard. As we neared and saw the ratty conditions of the people’s clothes, it seemed that they had hard lives too.

One of the ships had been destroyed, and the remains were still smoking as we stepped off the ramp and into the village. Shep was already speaking with a crying woman when we approached.

“They came out of nowhere, destroyed our one defense ship, and landed all around. They told us that they would be back in two days with more men,” she was explaining, the tears streaking the dirt on her face.

“We’ll protect you,” Shep assured her and turned to me. “Do you two think that you could teach some of these people how to shoot and fight? I know my men will bolster the defenses and help in training, but I expect that two bounty hunters could show them a thing or two.”

“We could,” Lara said, but I looked over Shep’s shoulder at the people staring at the smoldering remains of the destroyed ship and talking with each other in a fervent panic.

I thought about it for a moment and considered what we should do.

“Who threatened you?” I asked, and the woman stared at me in confusion.

“Some Wasp who called himself Stinger,” she said, recoiling at the memory of him.

“Clever,” Lara snorted derisively.

The woman in her worn spacer gear looked at me pitifully. “So, will you help train us?”

“No,” I said, and everyone turned to stare at me in shock.

“You won’t help us?” the woman who I’d never met and didn’t owe anything to asked.

“It’s not that,” I said, and I couldn’t help but once again think back to the conversation about leadership that I had had with Lara. “I have a different plan.”

“What’s that?” Shep asked in a tone that was certainly patronizing.

“Shep, you and your people should wait here and train these folks, provide them with firearms, and get them geared up for the Wasps return, but while you prepare the defensive, we’re good to go on the offensive.”

His brows furrowed, and he cocked his head at me.

Before he could ask, I continued. “As you noted, we’re bounty hunters, and rather than letting these people fend for themselves, we can go after Stinger and deal with this at the source. Either way, these people get some training that might come in handy but hopefully won’t be needed.”

The woman pushed past Shep and embraced me. It was a genuine expression of gratitude, but it took me by surprise. I couldn’t imagine life on the fringes like this, moving from place to place and just trying to survive for as long as you could until someone uprooted you or you found some planet that nobody wanted.

“Do you have a communications array here?” I asked, and she nodded, then pointed in the direction of a big satellite dish on top of one of the ships, in front of which a man was standing and barbecuing something.

He looked so out of place amidst the terrified people huddling together. It was as if he was distracting himself from all of the goings-on by staring at the meat sizzling on the open grill, the smoke joining that from the destroyed ship across the way.

“Shep,” I said as the woman pulled away and then turned to go speak with a man who was standing in the middle of the little town, talking with one of the children, “does this plan work for you?”

I didn’t owe the man anything, but I was trying to make nice and figured that checking in with him was a wise decision.

“If you want to go after the head and spare us a firefight, you get no argument from me,” he said and turned away, then he shouted for his people to fall in so that he could give them their orders.

Lara and Alek walked beside me as we made our way straight for the ship.

“Do you really think this is a good idea?” Alek asked. “It sounds like this Stinger has a fleet at his disposal.”

“I’ve snagged bounties from under the nose of a fleet before,” Lara said in so deadly and serious a tone that it left no room for doubt.

“I’m sure that’s true, but I also think it’s possible that Hank's anger toward the Wasps is clouding his judgment,” Alek assessed. “We could stay here with a defensive position, train these people, and wait to ambush our enemies. It’s a sound plan, and one with significantly lower risk.”

“To us,” I corrected. “Lower risk to us.”

Alek looked offended for a moment and then dejected. “I suppose you’re correct. But I still think that I have a point, too.”

And he did.

“You’re damned right that I want to stick it to these people. But we also need to keep Zenobia happy, and I’ll bet you anything that there’s a bounty out on the scumbag. Also, these people don’t want to fight,” I said, pointing in the direction of a woman rocking her son to sleep in her arms. “They’ll defend themselves if they have to, but I don’t want them to have to. These people are the exact reason that I want to find Extinction and take down Twain. I want to make this universe a better place for them, and it can start right now. We spent too much time running from this enemy or that. For once, it’s time that we take the fight to them. And if we make some friends by doing so, all the better.”

“Well, it’s hard to argue against any of that,” Alek said, and the three of us hurried onto the Buzzard.

“I love this plan,” Ned said once I was in the pilot’s chair and had explained what we were doing.

“I thought you might,” I said.

Lara smiled. “I have to admit that I do too.”

“I’m happy to know that rushing headlong into danger while completely outnumbered is something that meets everyone's approval,” I said with a laugh.

“What do you need from me?” Ned asked, but before I could answer, he said, “I’ve already taken the liberty of covertly piggybacking on the villager’s comms system and looked into our new friend Stinger. He’s wanted by the Consortium itself as well as several private companies who would be willing to pay if he’s delivered to them en route to being turned in to the government. Naturally, those are back-of-the-page contracts. Additionally, I’ve looked up several potential locations where the pirate fleet might be laying low in the meantime and marked them here on your star map.”

He brought up an image of the Sector, highlighting a few nearby planets with strobe lights and displaying little infographics beside them. Reading them, I shook my head.

“None of these seem close enough,” Lara observed, saying exactly what I was thinking. “Or like the kind of place a pirate would go to lay low. If you are able to find them, so would anybody else.”

“Is there anything interesting in the immediate area?” I asked.

Ned wiped the screen and then brought up an image of all of the planets in the aptly named Vache system. “The only thing of note is from the Scrappers database, which I refresh every time I have access. CibumCo abandoned one of its cattle-delivery superships just here,” he said, highlighting a small dot on the map. “But it’s been flagged as not safe for scrapping due to the disease that killed all the cattle back on One.”

I barked a laugh. “That’s it,” I said.

“That’s what?” Ned asked.

“That’s where they’re hiding?” Lara asked incredulously, leaning back in her chair and giving me a mocking look.

“Yup, that’s where they are.”

“Okay, I’ll bite,” Ned said in exasperation. “Please, Hank, won’t you tell us how you came to this remarkable conclusion?”

“Why, yes, Ned, I would be happy to,” I said as though I was doing all of them a massive favor. I punched in the coordinates to the derelict ship and waited for the Tidal Drive to warm up. “You see, what you would know if you had ever been a scrapper is that sometimes companies don’t want to honor their agreement with the Scrappers Guild. Sometimes when a ship is large or valuable enough and they have a feasible excuse, they will mark the ship as not safe for scrapping, and then, at cost to themselves, hire a cleanup crew or repair crew or containment team or whatever is needed to deal with the threat posed to whatever scrapper might have bid on the job.

“But, the worst kept secret in the universe is that nine times out of ten, not safe for scrapping is just code for we don’t want to give up our ships. Now, of course, sometimes the Guild will go after these cases and actually send in an investigation team to determine the truth of the claim, but for the most part, it’s one of those understandings between the companies and the Guild that keep the peace.”

“Okay, I’ll admit that was pretty interesting,” Ned said.

“I’m not sure how interesting it was,” Lara joked, “but it’s certainly sound enough logic to go on. You’re thinking like a bounty hunter.”

“And a scrapper,” Alek added. “If any of you need someone to think like a bartender, I’m here for you.”

I laughed, and the Drive indicator flashed. A moment later, we were washing out a good distance from the abandoned supership.

“Run scans,” I told Ned.

“Already doing so, and it appears that you were not wrong,” he said.

“I’m really very smart,” I said in mock superiority.

Lara rolled her eyes and chuckled. “So, what’s the plan, genius?”

Ned answered before I did because while I was happy to know that my supposition had been correct, I didn’t actually have a plan of attack here.

“Initial analysis indicates that there is only one bay door open with an energy airlock. It is safe to assume that they are coming and going through there exclusively. Also, there’s only one light fighter on patrol and, where an AI would know to change their flight pattern so as to not get snuck up on, the pilot of this craft appears to just be flying in circles around the supership, meaning that they have been on the far side for quite some time.”

“I guess we're waiting until he goes to the far side and flying in the front door,” I said.

Alek and Lara bobbed their heads in agreement.

“Can you get a sense of numbers within?” Lara asked, doing her due diligence.

“No, the heat signatures are vague, and our scanners aren’t that good,” he said, adding that little dig for good measure.

“With a ship like this, we should be happy there are any scanners at all,” Alek said, looking on the bright side.

Ned guffawed. “We used to call that damning with faint praise.”

“Well, then, thank you for that in-depth analysis. I suppose it was better than no analysis at all,” Lara said with a laugh.

That one got me, and I chuckled, too. “Ned, anything else we need to know?”

“Well, they don’t appear to be running the short-range scanners now. The ship is equipped with defensive ordnances that could be activated and, if manned, would certainly make our departure… difficult.

“I would advise using as much discretion as possible,” he suggested.

“Quick and quiet, I love it,” Lara said with a smile, before standing and moving toward the back of the ship.

“Ned,” I said. “Take us in.”
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The three of us were ready by the exit when we felt the Buzzard pass through the energy door and land in the docking bay. We rushed down the ramp with weapons in hand as soon as it was low enough to accommodate us, and we scanned the space visually.

Only one of the doors had been opened. The docking bay wasn’t several smaller rooms as you would often see on a ship this size but rather one large space with a dozen bay doors out to space that could be opened and allow passage for the smaller craft within.

Ned had landed us between two Wasp fighters, their telltale yellow paint slapped on in streaks along the side. Looking around, I saw five ships total, plus the one circling. Three of them were light, single or double capacity with one medium and one large craft.

Rough estimations would put that in the area of twenty to thirty pirates on board this vessel.

As I was taking it all in, a Wasp eating a bowl of chili came out from the bathroom. He dropped the disposable bowl, and meat, beans, and brown sauce splattered his feet, then he reached for his sidearm.

Before he could do anything, my arm was up, and I squeezed the trigger on the energy weapon I had taken from Bard’s station. The bolt pierced him in the neck, and blood mixed with the chili as he fell to his knees and slumped to the ground.

Lara, now dressed in her stealth suit and bounty hunter’s mask, nodded her approval and understanding of how we were going to be playing this. These pirates were a scourge on the universe, willing to kill innocent people for profit.

“Stay by the door,” I whispered, then rushed over to the Wasp-heavy ship, hurried under the belly, and reached for some tools in my belt.

Rather than just getting a utility belt like so many of the bounty hunters wore, I had added more slots for cuffs and weapons to my old toolbelt, allowing me to carry supplies for both of my professions.

I unscrewed one of the panels and immediately got to work. One of the nice things about having repaired starships for my entire life was that I not only knew how to fix them, but how to break them as well. So, while Alek and Lara kept us covered in case anybody came through, I began quickly sabotaging the Wasp fleet.

I was hoping to get in and out without any commotion, but I wasn’t foolish enough to think that it wasn’t a possibility, and I certainly didn’t want to try to take on half a dozen ships by myself. Even with Ned’s piloting abilities, there was no way we could take them all on.

It didn’t take long, though I was delayed by constantly checking the door, worrying that an entire army of pirates was about to come in at any moment. Soon, I had dealt with enough of the Wasp ships to be comfortable.

As I was heading for the door, I passed stacks of fuel barrels and grabbed one of them, then tilted it onto the lift at the bottom and spun it to move in the direction of the door. After a short time, Alek saw what I was doing and walked over, picked the thing up with ease, and carried it to where I pointed, before setting it down.

“Ready?” I asked the two of them, and they both nodded.

Lara activated her stealth suit. It shimmered for a moment and then became all but invisible to the naked eye.

“The majority of the heat signatures are down the corridor to your right, and there were only a few to the left, so I would advise going that way,” Ned said.

The interior of the ship was not what I had been expecting. While the docking bay had the appearance of most corporate spaceships, the holds were not the usual metal or plastic that I had come to expect. Instead, the floors were lined with a bright green, soft carpet that led into matching wallpaper that had green grass sweeping upward. Images of rolling hills, cattle, and a beautiful sunny sky lined the entire hallway.

I assumed that it was supposed to be cheerful and make the employees feel like they were somewhere other than a massive starship full of cows, but it didn’t have that effect. Rather, it was just creepy.

“This is just creepy,” Lara whispered as we moved up the long passageway toward a bank of doors ahead, and I couldn’t help but smile at how similar we were sometimes.

Alek, who was trying his best to move quietly while making every metal floor panel beneath the carpet move under his weight, shushed us.

As we neared the end of the hall where it opened into a wide space with several doors, one of them hissed open and a pirate came staggering out, bleary-eyed. Dressed in a black and yellow space suit, a sash covering his belt and large, leather boots, he looked every bit the part. His hair was grabbed by a force that was invisible to him, and a blue blade appeared in his throat.

“Where is Stinger?” Lara hissed through her mask.

The man’s face twisted in anger. “I ain’t telling you sh⁠—”

But she didn’t let him finish, the blade’s quick movement ending his ability to talk.

She lowered him to the ground quickly, and the three of us heard sounds from inside the room. Lara pressed herself up against the wall beside the door just as it slid open a second time and a woman in nearly identical attire stepped out. Before she could scream, she had a hand clamped over her mouth.

“Where is Stinger?” Lara asked the woman whose eyes were wide with surprise. But they narrowed and she made her move, opening her mouth and biting down on Lara’s gloved hand while simultaneously reaching for a sword at her belt.

What she didn’t realize was that her invisible opponent was one of the fastest combatants I’d ever seen in my life, and the woman’s belly was bisected quicker than her fingers could even close on the handle of her weapon.

The commotion was enough to arouse the suspicion of some people across the space, and the door behind us opened. Three more pirates sprung out, their weapons at the ready.

I pointed the energy weapon at one, but as I was about to pull the trigger, Alek crossed the space and bowled into the three of them like a wrecking ball, sending them hurtling back and crashing into the wall. One cracked their head and was immediately unconscious, and the other two were shocked and battered.

One of them waved a cutlass at Alek, who stepped forward and swatted it out of the way, planting a fist in their face as the weapon clattered to the floor. The other, their eyes dazed, raised their handgun from their slumped position against the wall, trying to take aim at me.

The bolt from my energy weapon ended the standoff before it could even begin.

Once they were all dealt with, the three of us turned and stared down the hall, waiting to see if anyone had heard anything. Luckily, the ship was vast, and even a loud commotion in one part could hardly be heard in another. If one of them had discharged their gun, it might have been a different story, but as it was, we seemed to be in the clear.

I pointed at Alek and then to one of the doors, and then did the same to Lara and another one of the entries. I took the third and stepped forward, then pressed the button to open it. Through the door was a small bunk room with some children’s beds on one side and a large foldout couch on the other.

One of the cushions moved, and as I looked, I realized that there were legs sticking out from beneath it.

“Hands up,” I barked, and an arm emerged from behind the gray cushion. “Both of them.”

“I’ve only got one arm,” the couch said.

I took a step forward with my weapon trained directly into the center of the soft backing. It moved when the young man used his chin to push the thing down and sent it tumbling quietly to the ground.

“Don’t hurt me.”

“I have no interest in hurting you, just tell me where Stinger is.”

He shook his head no. “Please, don’t make me. They’ll kill me.”

“No, I promise you that they won’t.” Stepping aside, I let him look behind me to see the green carpet now polka dotted with crimson stains.

“You’re prefects?” he asked. He was a thin young man with big green eyes set into a gaunt, sunken face. His hair was greasy, and he had a patchy beard growing in like a checkerboard of hair on his face. Bruises covered most pieces of exposed flesh, and he wore a ripped, oversized version of the spacesuit the Wasps had been wearing.

“We look like prefects to you?” Alek asked, as he leaned into the doorway.

“No,” the young man said, though it sounded more like a question.

Lara shimmered into existence. “We’re bounty hunters, and we're here for the captain of the ship.”

The kid fell to his knees, clutched his hands, and began to weep. “Please, please, please take me with you. Please don’t leave me here. Please.”

“You are pressed into service?” Alek asked, and the young man wailing on the floor nodded. “They kill your family?”

He let out a cry and continued to sob.

Lara pushed Alek into the room and shut the door. “Will you quit that,” she ordered. “We feel bad for you and everything, but you’re fixing to get us killed, so try to keep it down.”

He responded like somebody who had all the fight beaten out of him and immediately threw his hands to his mouth and stopped crying. I shot a scolding look at Lara but something told me that, while under her mask she might feel bad, Kilara Vex was comfortable with how she was speaking to him. After all, the only thing we actually knew about him was that if he kept screaming, he might get us killed.

“What’s your name?” I asked, kneeling and holstering my weapon.

“Mason,” he said.

“Hello, Mason,” I said as though I was speaking to a child. “I’m Spears.”

“H—hello,” he said, taking some shallow breaths and calming down enough to speak. “I’ll take you to where Stinger is but you have to promise to get me out of here.”

I nodded. “I’ll do you one better: if you get me to Stinger, I’ll not only get you out of here, but I’ll bring you someplace safe and to some people who just might take you in.”

In that moment, it seemed to dawn on him that he was alone in the world.

“Th—that would be helpful.” He sniffled.

That was good enough for me. “Take us to him.”

Mason stood, his whole body shaking, and pointed back to the door.

Lara narrowed her eyes at him. “And I don’t need to tell you what’ll happen if you scream when we leave here.”

The movement his head made was something between a nod and a terrified jerk. “Understood, ma’am.”

She kept her blade raised as he crossed the tight space made all the tighter by the presence of a Kyrog, and when he opened the door, some small part of me wondered if he was going to scream and run. But he was true to his word and pointed in the direction of the hall, before beginning to walk that way.

He stopped at a big brown bull on the wall, turned, and compressed the right eye of the beast. A panel pulled away, then slid back and to the side to reveal a secret passageway. Within was nothing more than a staircase, but when he began climbing upward, I assumed he was guiding us to our target.

Of course, he could just as well be leading us straight into a trap, but I tried to put that thought from my mind. When we reached the next level, he stopped and turned back to us.

“He’s made the captain’s quarters from an old office up here,” Mason said. “I’ll take you, but you promise that you will rescue me?”

There was something so childlike in the way he was double-checking that we would be true to our word, and I stared straight into his terrified, bloodshot eyes.

“You have our word,” I assured him, and that seemed to calm his nerves just enough for him to turn and push the door open. We stepped into a very different place than the one we had left. This looked much more like any management level of the corporate office.

Glass fronted rooms with broad desks and views out to the beauty of space on the far walls. Motivational posters hung on the walls with phrases like, “I calf to admit it, you’re doing a great job” and “You’re udderly incredible” plastered under pictures of cows.

The lights were off in most of the offices, but Mason pointed to the end of the hallway where a large set of wooden double doors loomed over everything else. I never spent any time in a corporate environment but after walking these halls for just a few minutes, I was happy that I had spent my days on scrap sites and under the engines of starships.

The young man was shaking like a leaf, but his nerves carried him forward and he scampered down the hall to the door. Much to my chagrin, he threw them wide open. The three of us thundered forward, weapons raised.

The pirate captain was up before we reached the room, his own heavy machine gun gripped in both hands. He had a long beard braided into several strands with rusty hooks hanging from the bottom. Patchy armor covered his chest, arms, and legs over the yellow-streaked spacesuit.

“Bounty hunters, I presume?” he asked with an unmistakable air of superiority.

All three of us had our weapons trained directly at his chest, and Mason, realizing the situation he was in, ran past us and out the door, then stationed himself just beyond where he could watch the situation unfold.

“Yes, bounty hunters,” I stated. “And we’re here to bring you in.”

“You expect me to go quietly into the night?”

“We expect you to save your hide,” Lara said, her voice heavy with menace.

Stinger readjusted the weapon, letting the long line of ammunition that hung from it clatter in a show of intimidation. “I’d say we have a pretty fair fight.”

“You might be able to take one of us down before we drop you,” Alek boomed, his voice like a thunderclap. “Depending on who you shoot.”

The Kyrog stretched his arms wide, allowing the giant bones to crack, and I could see that it was working.

Stinger’s eyes flashed with fear. “Perhaps we can parlay?” he suggested, the hooks from his beard clattering and clinking against one another when he spoke.

“Hopefully something new right now,” Lara said. “Every single bounty I bring in tries to make a deal, and I’ve never accepted it.”

“He’s wanted dead or alive, right?” I added for good measure.

“He is,” Lara stated.

He looked back and forth at the two of us and up at Alek. Then his eyes caught something else.

“You, runt of a Mason,” he called. “You betrayed us, and you will die for it. If you thought what I did to you before was bad, you haven’t seen anything. My boys will rip every inch of skin from your flesh and force you to eat it. They’ll break you over coals and only send you out the airlock when you’ve died and been brought back to be tortured again a hundred times.”

I could hear the man whimper behind us.

“We’re going to take care of him and take care of you,” I said, by way of assuring Mason. I added over my shoulder, “you have nothing to worry about. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

“If you believe that, you’re more of a pathetic pissant than I even expected,” Stinger growled. “Go get the boys, and I’ll make you one of us. You’ll be one of the crew, and you’ll never have to fear another day in your life.”

I was starting to get nervous that the kid would fall for this, but Stinger had his finger hovering right above the trigger, and I knew he could get off quite a lot of shots if I opened fire and didn’t drop him immediately. The fact that Lara hadn’t taken a shot told me that she had assessed the situation similarly.

“Just stay where you are and let us sort this out, then we will get you out of here,” I assured him, wishing I had played this differently and just had him point us in the direction of his boss.

“Go get the boys, or I’ll do to you twice as bad as what we did the other day!” Stinger thundered, and that was all it took.

Mason screamed and went running in the other direction.
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In a split second, I had to decide what to do, so I wheeled to try and wing the young man before he could get to the rest of the Pirates. Simultaneously, Lara fired a single shot that didn’t miss.

Stinger was thrown back as the projectile from her rifle crashed through his eye, but the reaction happened quickly, his finger pressing the trigger as he did so.

Bullets tore through the room, shredding a line from floor to ceiling and causing all of us to leap out of the way. I pulled the trigger in the direction of Mason’s legs, but in the commotion, all of the energy bolts scorched holes in the walls and shattered glass.

Lara was up and on him in a moment, getting the scan that she needed to prove that we had collected the bounty on Stinger.

As soon as I hit the ground, I was back up and rushing after Mason, but he was light and driven by a deep fear and had disappeared down the stairs and I wasn’t nearly close enough to catch him.

Lara and Alek were hot on my heels, coming up behind me as soon as they could, and the three of us rushed down the stairs, now just hoping to get to the Buzzard faster than he could rally the Wasps.

We had cut the head from the gang and taken out a number of their people. If they decided to come for the village now, it would be an easy job to mop them up, but if they came at us before we reached the hangar, there was going to be little we could do to take them on.

We clattered down the stairs, Alek’s weight shaking the entire structure as we ran and headed back out into the green pasture hallway. In the distance, I could hear Mason shouting for help, pleading and begging and rallying the troops.

Heart thundering in my chest, I ran forward and squeezed off a few more shots, just hoping to drop him quickly so he couldn’t reach the Wasps, but it was too late. Some must have mobilized at the first sound and were now rushing in our direction from the far side of the hall.

Lara and I opened fire, both of our weapons connecting with pirates as they rushed out into the hallway, throwing them back into their alleys as they charged out. But there were many of them, and soon they were returning fire.

Fake grass exploded all around us as bullets and energy bolts tore through the hallway. Alek pushed between us, putting his massive frame in the line of fire, his Kyrogi armor taking most of the damage as Lara and I fired back from the gap between his frame and the wall. Using his gauntlets to block his face, he continued to charge forward, and we followed.

But the pirates continued their onslaught, and in the maelstrom, I could tell Alek was hit with some of the shots as he grunted and the smell of seared flesh hit my nose. But it didn’t stop him, and he kept thundering toward them until we reached the door to the docking bay.

Alek slammed to a stop just in front, continuing to use his body as a shield, while Lara and I turned and ran into the room. As we did, I reached down and grabbed the blade from the sheath at Lara’s side, then slammed the weapon into the barrel I had left beside the door. I dragged the blade across the front of the barrel as though I was slitting its throat, the black liquid oozing out onto the floor.

Alek turned and rushed in behind us but slipped on the fuel, and one massive foot slid forward before he threw the other one onto the dry metal to stop himself.

“Could’ve warned me!” he shouted as we ran toward the ship.

When we reached the ramp, bullet fire followed, chunks of the Buzzard showering down on us. Alek leapt into the cargo hold, the ship reverberating with the impact. Lara and I turned back and squeezed a few more shots into the oncoming pirates.

They were slipping and sliding as they entered, and when my bolt struck the fuel, the combustion was immediate. Flames lapped up and engulfed the Wasps, then made their way to what was left in the barrel and erupted.

Ned lifted the ship, thrusting us carefully toward the door.

More Wasps leaped over the flames, running toward their ships. We picked off a few more, but several reached their destinations just as the Buzzard’s ramp started to close. We were back up and running in a moment, rushing past Alek, who was checking his injuries in the cargo hold.

At a cursory glance, nothing looked too grievous, so we carried on to the cockpit where I watched the Wasps buzzing around.

To my shock, one of them was actually clever and activated the placemags beneath the Buzzard that were used to hold ships to the dock during flight or combat. The Buzzard was pulled back just before we tore out into space.

Wasps ran, climbing up ladders and hustling up ramps into cockpits.

“I'm intruding into their systems to get us out of here,” Ned informed us, his voice hurried but confident. For as much as they liked to bust my chops or have a laugh, both Ned and Lara were tough as nails and calm under pressure during combat.

“Hank, take the controls and be ready on my word,” Ned ordered, and I reached out to grip the sticks.

Without having to be asked, Lara pulled the release on her chair while kicking out against the dash to send herself hurtling back into the Buzzard and over to one of the weapon stations.

“Getting closer,” Ned barked, and I watched as one of the Wasps activated their engines, but the quick rewiring I had done caused their systems to short-circuit and the light craft to die as quickly as it had been activated.

Lara opened fire on the large, heavy assault ship that was sitting right beside the Buzzard while at the same moment one of the Wasp ships raked our flank with a streak of micro missiles.

When the pilot of the medium Wasp craft activated their engine, the rewired fuel line combusted, and the thing erupted, shaking the bay and sending chucks of flaming starship through the room.

“Great work, Hank,” Ned said, obviously seeing the action unfolding around us. “Can’t imagine what you would do with a mullet and some paper clips.”

“I don’t know what that means,” I said, pressing on the controls slightly just to see if it would make a difference and feeling the ship strain against the magnets.

Ned laughed. “I know you don’t, but I’ve given up on being bothered when you don’t understand my references.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

My eyes went wide when I saw the medium Wasp ship’s side open to reveal a row of heavy cannons. They were enough to blast the Buzzard apart with a single volley. Even though I consciously knew it was bad for the ship, I instinctively throttled the controls a bit, trying to get us out of here.

The Buzzard groaned and screamed against the placemags, and I swallowed hard as the cannons moved into position. Lara did what she could and fired a burst into one of the large weapons, blowing apart one of them as the other five locked into position.

I might’ve sabotaged their engine, but I hadn’t done anything against their weapons.

I reached to activate our shields, unsure of what it would do to what Ned was trying to accomplish, but faster than my finger even reaching the button, the Buzzard lurched, and the placemags freed us just as the cannons opened fire.

Heavy shots tore through the docking bay, ripping the ceiling apart, while the Buzzard, whose thrusters had been on high, exploded forward and out through the energy field.

I didn’t even have time to sigh in relief before the patrol ship was on us. I activated the shield just in time, a pulse from one of their energy cannons striking the side and sending lightning streaks of bright light ripping all around the cockpit. Lara returned fire, trying to intercept the small ship, but it was fast.

“Allow me,” Ned said. I had rewired the Buzzard so that he could take control of our weapon system, and his computer mind was able to calculate trajectories and flight paths in a way I never could.

Naturally, we could predict for human error and decision-making in a way he couldn’t, but in moments like this, he was able to rattle off a few shots that immediately clipped the light fighter and sent it careening out of control and into the void of space.

“Nothing on our six,” Ned informed us. “I think you disabled the better part of the Wasp fleet in one fell swoop.”

I felt a smile pull at my face.

“You got that revenge you wanted, eh?” Lara asked.

I didn’t answer, but I felt a sense of satisfaction. Crippling the Wasps and protecting some nomads from their attack wouldn’t bring back the family who had asked for our assistance, but it would mean that the next family might survive. And the one after that.

Doing this would not solve the past, but it might help the future.

It was the same reason I wanted to go after Extinction. I might not have known precisely what the superweapon was, but I knew that it could hurt people and that I was one of the only folks in the universe who could do something about it.

When the Tidal Drive had charged, we returned to Pastus XI and landed right back in the village, to find the people making preparations. They were standing in firing lines, practicing their aim throwing grenades and setting up defensive positions around the crude walls and around their homes.

There were tiers established so that when one position fell, the people could retreat to the next and set up another defensive site. It was a smart, tactical strategy that was impressive for Shep. While I didn’t know much about the man, I hadn’t assumed some former space cowboy would think to do all that.

Of course, this was coming from a former scrapper who only knew about these kinds of things because of a talkative military AI who would sometimes spend free time teaching the crew tactics. So, who was I to judge?

When they saw the Buzzard setting down, Shep strode over with the villager who implored me to help earlier. To my surprise, out of one of the buildings, Louise, Duncan, and Imogen also emerged and walked over toward where we disembarked.

“And?” the woman asked expectantly, but Shep held up a hand.

“Whatever news they have for us, we will take in stride,” Shep said, allowing me an out I didn’t need.

Despite myself, I smirked at Shep. “You don’t have to worry about the Wasps anymore.”

All five of them stared at us with mouths agape for a moment.

“You mean you captured Stinger?” Shep clarified.

I shook my head no, shifting my weight and holding my shoulders up high. “No, I mean the Wasp fleet that was threatening this village is no longer a threat, and Stinger is a bounty for us to collect.”

The villagers began smiling and clapping, their relief reminded me of Mason for the brief moment he believed he was going to be free before deciding to betray us.

Shep walked over and patted me on the shoulder with a closed fist.

“That’s one hell of a thing you did,” he said. “How’d you pull it off?”

I couldn’t help myself. “Can’t say my story is all that interesting…”

Even he chuckled at that. “Alright, that’s a good one,” he admitted and pointed in the direction of some barrels. He caught sight of Alek’s wounds.

“We have a medic,” he noted to the Kyrog.

“I’m a doctor,” Alek answered quickly.

Shep raised an eyebrow. “Do you plan on treating yourself?”

Alek looked down at his injuries. “I suppose not.”

Shep yelled to a man with a blond mane and a robotic arm. It was strange to see an augment exposed like that. Even Shep kept his leg covered, but this doctor allowed his metal arm to be seen by all. It was brash, and in its own way, inspiring. I liked the idea that the future might be one where people who needed prosthetics could get them without fear of reprisal.

“Admiring the hardware?” Shep asked when the blonde man came over and ushered us in the direction of the little medical station that they had set up toward the center of the pop-up village.

“I was,” I admitted, sitting on one of the barrels Shep had gestured to, placing myself between Imogen and Lara.

“Such an advantage for him,” Shep said, looking at the doctor now settling down to treat Alek. “The precision he can achieve while using the mechanical limb is like nothing he could have achieved with just his physical body alone. The symbiosis between man and machine is something that humanity turned its back on and which we will pay greatly for. During the time of the Old War, every human soldier was paired with artificial intelligence, and that’s how the Consortium won the war.”

He was telling me this as though it wasn’t something that I had become intimately familiar with.

“If humanity expects to last long into the future, we are going to need to embrace that which we have forgotten,” he said, his voice raising once again.

“I can see why you lead them,” I said, admiring his passion, and Louise reached out and patted him on the back.

“He’s a man of very strong beliefs,” Louise said.

“You must have conviction if you expect to achieve a victory in this world.” He looked me square in my eyes. “What will you do next?”

I had to think about how best to answer this question. I wanted to leave the possibility for partnership in the future open, but I also didn’t want him to believe we were about to join the Peacers. We had enough problems without adding another reason to arrest us.

“We will get paid for this bounty and then decide our next course of action,” I stated but made it clear with my tone that I was not open to discussion.

At that, Shep stood and nodded down at me. “It was a pleasure meeting all of you, and I hope to see you again in the future.”

“Good to meet you too, and I have no doubt that our paths will cross again,” I said, then he stepped away and strode over to check on some of his men who were still teaching these villagers how to fight. Whether or not the Wasps were coming for them, those skills would be useful.

“’Good to meet you’ doesn’t quite cover it,” Duncan said with a smile. “You saved our lives, and that of our niece. We know you had your reasons, but there were other, far more nefarious ways you could have achieved your goal, and you chose to risk your own lives to save ours.”

“You also helped not only these people,” Louise added, “but also this sect of the Peacers. Since rejoining with them, we’ve discovered quite a lot of hardship that they’ve been through, and they needed a victory. Even though we didn’t fight, we were part of a victory for these villagers, and even small things like that can make a big difference.”

“In some ways,” I said, “we are pulling in the same direction. While our goal isn’t to take down the Consortium, we do want a freer and safer universe.”

“We know,” Louise said sincerely. “She didn’t tell us much, but our Imogen has made it abundantly clear that you are good people with a good cause.”

“I’m happy to know you think so,” I said with an easy smile, then I punched Imogen lightly on the shoulder.

“It’s why I have decided that I would like to continue to travel with you for a time,” she announced, and I could tell that it was more for her family’s benefit than for ours. We knew that she had her end of the bargain to hold up, but if I had to guess, she was saying this because her aunt and uncle had tried to get her to stay with the Peacers.

“We are happy to have you,” I said, perhaps a bit theatrically.

She leaned in and whispered. “I’ve also spent some time decoding the manifest and have some potential enemy locations.”
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After a bit of fanfare from the grateful villagers, some time spent watching Alek get patched up, and a tearful goodbye between Imogen and her family, we were back on the Buzzard. Having been given some painkillers, Alek was sleeping in the back of the ship as we ascended through the atmosphere around Vache XI.

“Talk to us,” I said to Imogen, and she gave a little nod.

“I promised you several things when I came aboard in exchange for your help,” she said, seemingly working herself into telling us everything. “You kept up your end, and now I intend to honor mine. For a start, I told my aunt to have some of her people back on Emortium contact my political connection.

“She’s a high-ranking Parliamentarian respected by all sides. Her word carries a lot of weight, and I believe she will listen to us. You’ll need to have a strong case and, undoubtedly, much evidence to support your claim before she’ll act, but I believe that leads us to part two.

“The manifest that you took from the old Cultist factory where you saved me was encoded, but I spent much of my time with the Inquisition studying ancient codes like this one. I was able to decipher a few pieces of information and some locations.”

She entered a chip into one of the ports on the console, and information appeared on our comms screen, but more importantly, Ned was able to access the translations.

“Will you teach Ned how to decode Cult text so that you don’t have to continue to do it yourself?” Lara asked.

“No need,” Ned said. “With the translations provided, I’ll be able to extrapolate from context. Imogen, I might have a few questions, but I should be able to decipher most of the manifest myself very quickly. Additionally, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said to the AI. “And I’m sorry that I was a party to the Inquisition. You and your kind helped to save the universe once, and are trying to do it again despite the fact that most of the people you’re trying to protect want you dead.”

She paused for a moment as her look grew grave, the faint light of the nearby star casting long shadows on her face. “It’s an undeniably ironic thing that there are so many humans so devoid of emotions, and it’s the machine who’s acting in the self-sacrificing interest of others.”

The statement seemed to take all of us aback, and nobody spoke for a long moment.

Ned finally broke the silence. “It’s tragic more than ironic, but I appreciate the sentiment, and with your help, perhaps we can show the universe that a partnership is the way of the future, just as it was the way of the past.”

“I believe we can,” Imogen said, but her eyes were distant.

“I know you’ve seen a lot of evil, lived under the thumb of the worst that people can produce, but we can be the change this universe needs,” I told her.

“For someone so young to have been through so much,” Ned said. “It’s hard to believe.”

And he was right. To be forced to join the Inquisition by one’s parents when your political use dried up after being betrayed by your own cousin was a brutal thing to have gone through. Though I had never known why my parents gave me up, I had always assumed that it was because they had died or couldn’t take care of me. I never put any malicious intent on the action.

But Imogen’s family, aside from her aunt and uncle, had betrayed her so deeply that it was hard to believe.

“Something tells me we’ve all got a back story,” Imogen said, obviously trying to deflect the conversation away from herself.

And I was happy to oblige.

“Ned, are any of the locations from the manifest nearby?”

“Yes, but before we head there, I have Zenobia for you,” he said. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of her, but the sun just rose on the Conclave, and she’s ready.”

Ned wasted no time in putting her through, and after a moment, her wrinkled face filled the screen. “If the two of you are calling with some excuse about why you aren’t able to catch bounties, I’m going to find you wherever you are in this universe and put a boot in your backside.”

“Actually, quite the opposite,” I said, leaning back in my chair and smirking. “We collected a bounty on Stinger.”

Lara connected her scanner to the data port and provided the information to Zenobia.

“Impressive,” she said, not sounding at all impressed. “You accepted this bounty and closed it out very quickly. But you lost significant earnings and progress toward your next rank by killing him.”

“We had no other choice,” Lara answered like a scolded child. “It was a kill-or-be-killed situation.”

“You know that Syn Kel Kal didn’t believe there were any kill-or-be-killed situations and tried to teach you that,” Zenobia admonished.

“He believed that and got himself killed,” Lara said, her voice tapering at the end of the sentence. I never heard her mention what happened to her mentor until now.

Zenobia didn’t speak for a moment. “I will grudgingly acknowledge you have a point.”

“I’ll take grudging acknowledgment as a win,” Lara said, but she seemed hung up on the memory of Syn’s death.

“And you,” the old woman said, turning her eyes on me. “If you had managed to bring this pirate alive, you likely would have earned your next rank. But you won’t be given an opportunity to advance until you have a ceremonial weapon. Are you any closer to attaining one?”

I wanted to tell her that that was the furthest thing from my mind at the moment, but the truth was, I just had no idea how I could attain something like that.

Looking down at my stomper, I opened my mouth to speak, but Lara kicked me, obviously assuming that I was going to ask if I could use the malfunctioning handgun as my ceremonial piece.

“In addition to whatever bounty we next bring in, I will be sure to lead Hank down a path similar to the one Syn led me down,” she said.

“You believe you’re ready for such an undertaking?” Zenobia asked dubiously.

And Lara’s face was anything but convincing.

“Yes,” she said, and it didn’t seem like anybody in the room bought it, but Zenobia was gracious.

“Okay, if you believe that you can, it would be advisable,” she allowed. “Just try not to have it go the way it went for you.”

At that, Lara flushed crimson and her lips became a straight line across her face.

“I won’t,” she forced. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” Zenobia said, seeming amused by Lara’s irritation. “I’ve transmitted an updated bounty list for you to peruse. Don’t take too long, and bring me my next head. But try to bring it alive this time.”

“You got it,” I said since Lara didn’t seem particularly interested in continuing the conversation.

“Good, Hunter Spears,” Zenobia said. “I will transfer the funds from this bounty to your accounts when it comes through and let you know. And hopefully I will see you soon.”

I killed the comm, and Imogen turned to look at Lara. “She’s kind of a dick to you.”

Lara’s eyes went wide for a split second before she burst into uproarious laughter, and when she did, Ned and I followed suit. Even Imogen cracked a smile at the moment.

“She really, really is,” Lara said, “I don’t know what it was about that, but it got me good.”

“I’m happy,” Imogen said.

“Ned,” I said, ending the revelry. “You said that there was a site worth investigating nearby.”

“Yes,” he affirmed. “One of the locations several ships were dispatched to is right here in the sector. We can go there without having to refuel.”

“Which one is it?” Imogen asked.

“The medical center,” he told her. “It’s rather close, and who knows, perhaps it will point us in the direction of Extinction. The more we come to understand our old enemy, the more we will be able to use the superweapon on Twain himself.”

“What are we waiting for?” Lara asked and unclipped herself. She stood and began leaving the cockpit. “I’m gonna get some shut-eye.”

“I’ll take us there,” Ned said. “It is advisable for you all to get some rest. The human body requires seven to nine hours of sleep in a standard Earth twenty-four-hour period.”

“Okay, thanks, Mom,” I said, unclipping myself as well.

“Mock all you want, but proper rest is one of the things that might keep you alive in a combat scenario,” Ned scolded.

I waved him off and stood, then smiled down at Imogen before heading in the direction of my room to lie down for the first time in I couldn’t remember how long.

I shut my eyes and was asleep with my boots still on my feet, but my eyes shot open when I heard a quiet knock on my door. Standing, I could tell that I hadn’t been asleep for very long and that my body desperately wanted to be horizontal once again, but I lurched toward the door and opened it.

Imogen was standing in the doorway in satin pajamas that looked like they probably cost a fortune.

Groggily, I said, “Your aunt give you those?”

She looked down at herself. “She did,” she said almost bashfully. “When she heard that all I had to wear was a grease rag and some clothes I bought at a Verkas flea market, she let me take some of the clothes that she had stored with the Peacers in case she had to flee.”

“That was nice of her,” I said, my eyes blinking so slowly that I was worried they would just shut entirely. “Is there something that I can do for you?”

“No, there is something I can do for you,” she said, smiling up at me, and I was a little taken aback, unsure what she was about to offer.

“Listen, Imogen, I’m flattered but—” And her eyes went wide with horror.

“Oh, no, no, no,” she said, shaking her head and pulling her spear into view from behind the wall next to the doorway. “It’s nothing like that… You’re really not my… no… I was just listening to what that bounty hunter woman said and thought I might be able to help you.”

“What did you want me to do with that?” I asked. I’m sure that I would’ve been able to put it together much more quickly if I hadn’t been awoken from a dead sleep, but given the circumstances, I was unclear on what she was saying.

“The woman on the comm said that you needed a ceremonial weapon, and I have this,” she said, looking up at it and grimacing. “And I hate it and don’t want it anymore. Also, it kinda seems fitting for you to have it.”

“Why?” I asked. “Last time I tried to use it, I was pretty crap.”

“Well, as eloquent as that was, I meant it was fitting because of your name.”

“Oh,” I said, rubbing the sleep from my eyes and looking down at the spear.

“Should I come back at a better time?”

I shook my head and cleared my throat. “No.” I reached out to wrap my fingers around the handle of the weapon. “It means a lot that you would offer me this, but I really don’t think I can accept it.”

“Why?” she said in such an astonished tone that I might as well have turned down her family fortune.

“Because I assume that weapon was given to you and it’s some kind of heirloom and yours by right,” I said.

She let her face fall even flatter. “I hate every association I have with this thing, and if I never have to pick it up again, it will be too soon. It’s a ceremonial weapon, and you need a ceremonial weapon, and your name is Spears, and it’s literally a spear. This feels like… Oh, I don’t know…”

“Kismet?”

“No, that’s too flowery,” she said, looking away. “Maybe like destiny.”

“It still feels wrong,” I told her honestly.

I looked at the craftsmanship of the shaft, the ancient artistry that went into the ornate design swirling up its sides in dark black. The blade was inactive, looking like sharp obsidian in the low light.

“Listen, Hank, I can appreciate that it feels weird, but I don’t want it, and you need it,” she said, sounding almost exhausted having to make this pitch. “And you and I both know that Lara has absolutely no plan for getting you a weapon. So, take this one that is perfectly ceremonial and your exact name and just say thank you.”

She let go of the spear, and I felt the heft in my hand. When I had used it previously, it was a means to an end, but now it felt meaningful.

“Thank you,” I said as though I was accommodating her. “But I’m also not entirely sure that this meets the qualifications for it to be my ceremonial weapon as a bounty hunter.”

“Right,” she said, sweeping her arms out and bowing before me. “Hankward Allen Spears the third, I hereby bequeath to you this blade, forged in the fires of Mount Kraken, which was passed from my father’s father to my father to me.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that. “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you make a proper joke.”

“Suffice to say, I haven’t been in all that joking a mood,” she said, but her voice had an unusual lightness peeking through.

“I can’t imagine why,” I said with a smirk.

“Maybe I’m just overreacting,” she said with something almost approximating a smile.

I held up two fingers. “Twice in a row.”

“Don’t get used to it,” she said.

I looked at the spear and then back at her. “Joking aside, thank you,” I said sincerely. “This is a very kind gesture.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “It feels right.”

A silence hung between us for a moment before I finally said, “You know my full name is actually Hankward.”

Her eyes went wide with surprise. “Really?”

“No,” I said with a laugh. “Now go get some rest, we have an Old War Cultist medical facility to raid soon.”
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“Good morning crew of the Buzzard,” Ned said in a quiet and soothing voice. “This is your captain speaking, welcoming you to a glorious new day of fun, sun, and beach bums.”

It took a moment for my conscious mind to catch up with what was going on, but then I chuckled at Ned’s joke.

“Don’t tempt me,” I said, groaning and stretching like a cat.

“You probably won’t be surprised to learn that I received a similar reaction from everybody else on the ship as well,” Ned said.

“Noted,” I said, throwing my feet over the side of the bed before standing. “When this is all over, maybe I can find some beach planet for us to retire on. We can go back to that place where the bounty hunter almost killed me.”

“Or maybe you could find any other planet with beaches,” Ned said, and I nodded, pointing at the speaker his voice was being transmitted from. “I already have the coffee brewing.”

“Right now, you’re my favorite person in the universe,” I told him.

I pulled on some clothes and then walked out my door and down the hall to the common space where Lara and Alek were drinking coffee and Imogen was nursing some kind of steaming liquid.

“That tea?” I asked, sounding more appalled than I intended.

She shook her head. “Just hot water with a little lemon.”

Lara barked a laugh. “Your affluence is showing, Gen.”

“I’m really not fond of that nickname,” she said.

Now it was my turn to laugh. “You should know that every time you say that, she’s only going to want to do it more.”

Lara tapped her finger to her nose and winked at me.

“How you feeling?” I asked Alek.

He grunted, the exhalation from his snout enough to blow a few loose napkins off the table in front of him.

“Don’t particularly enjoy getting shot,” he said. “But on the other hand, it felt like old times. I think I’ve been living a life of lethargy behind the bar for too long.”

Imogen looked from him to me. “Anyone else feel like he just gave two different answers?”

“Yes, definitely,” Lara and I said in the same tone at the same time.

“Whoa,” Imogen said, staring at the two of us.

Alek snorted again. “It happens all the time. They grew up together, so they are programmed the same way.”

“I should mention that we’ve been at the station for some time,” Ned said, obviously trying to change the subject. “I let you all get the amount of rest I deemed necessary, but we arrived a while back.”

“We are hearing you,” Lara groaned. “Just let us sleep.”

“As per my previous comment, I did just let you sleep.”

“I appreciated it,” Alek said, raising his coffee cup before taking a sip.

“As did I,” Imogen affirmed.

Lara looked irked. “I don’t need anybody making decisions about how much sleep I get.”

I wondered if controlling her sleep was something that Syn had done.

“Not for nothing,” Ned said in that tone he got when he was growing impatient. “But if you didn’t need to sleep, your body would have awakened. So, I was just allowing you time to do what you wanted, whether your conscious mind likes it or not.”

Lara still looked pissed, but she didn’t have any retort for that.

“Are we within close enough range to run some scans?” I asked, hoping to spare Lara.

“Yes,” Ned answered. “And I’ve found no signs of life within the facility. That isn’t to say that nothing is alive there. The Buzzards scanners aren’t strong enough to tell, but there isn’t an army in there. I should also mention that upgrading the⁠—”

“You don’t need to say it,” I interrupted before he could finish. “We have a lot of upgrades that need to be made to the Buzzard, and I’ll get on it as soon as we have a free minute.”

“You could just pay to have it done the next time around the Conclave,” Ned suggested.

“I’ll let them do some, but making repairs to the ship is in my blood, and I don’t give it up that easily,” I admitted.

“I get that,” Alek said and then he stood, set his coffee cup down, and then pulled one of the straps on his armor to tighten it. “But enough talk. Let’s go take a look around.”

“That was all any of us needed to hear.”

I threw back the rest of my coffee, burning my throat along the way, before getting on my gear. Imogen emerged from her room in fitted black cargo pants with a white tank top under a flak jacket. A bandolier full of batteries for her energy rifle crossed her body, a combat knife hung off her hip, and her red hair was pulled up into a tight bun.

Lara scoffed. “You look like what a fashion designer thinks a soldier looks like.”

“See, you took an obvious compliment as an insult before, and now I’m choosing to take what you said as you think that I look like a model,” Imogen said, turning and doing a runway walk down the stairs to the cargo hold.

Lara watched me watch her go.

“She is one of the most interesting people I have ever met,” I said sincerely.

Lara stepped close to me. “I owe you something,” she said and leaned up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek.

An electric shock ran through me, and I turned to look at her with utter shock. “What was that for?”

“The bet,” she said with a shrug. “That family wasn't bait.”

And with that, she, too, swayed down the stairs.

I had planned to ask her about the spear and what qualified as a ceremonial weapon at the Conclave, but now was not the time, and I focused my mind on the task at hand, taking a moment to check my weapons before heading down to the cargo hold as well.

“Docking now,” Ned informed us, and we felt the side of the Buzzard being pulled up against the airlock of the medical station.

As I heard the mechanisms clicking into place, it occurred to me that I hadn’t even gone to the cockpit and looked out to see what the place looked like. Not that it mattered now. We all made our way down the hallway and toward the airlock where we lined up, ready for whatever came next.

“Good to go,” Ned said, and I opened the first door.

All of us stepped into the now very cramped space, and we went through the whole process of crossing the bridge and entering the Cultist medical facility.

At first blush, when we passed through the airlock, it didn’t look like the other Cold facilities that I had been to. There was far less of the organic material and none of the telltale ports for where their cyborg soldiers could interface with the facility.

Rather, the door opened into a wide waiting room with powder blue plastic benches in lines stretching from side to side and a large reception desk at the far end. The brown vinyl floors were tiled, each with opposing horizontal and vertical lines and long, bright lights were set into the popcorn ceiling.

Except for the layer of dust, it was clean and pristine, and the television screens in the corners flickered with shows from 200 years ago being played on repeat.

“This isn’t what I was expecting,” I said as the four of us crossed the room.

“Me neither,” Ned admitted. “This looks much more like a civilian hospital than a medic station.”

“As someone who worked in the field of military medicine,” Alek said, “I can assure you this is not how anybody would design that kind of facility. You need triage at the front, not a waiting room.”

I kept us moving forward, around the reception desk where paperwork on clipboards sat next to computers. I picked one up and stared at it.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Ned said, watching through the earpiece camera I wore. “These forms are just standard boilerplate intake forms.”

A knot formed at the pit of my stomach as an idea occurred to me, but I didn’t want to say it. I didn’t even want to think it. I knew what the Cult had done and what their goal had been, but facing the potential reality of seeing it made me sick, and I didn’t want to put the idea in anybody else’s mind if I didn’t have to.

I pointed to the low wall behind the reception area that blocked the view of the door to the hospital proper. “Let’s keep going.”

We hurried behind the white wall and to a set of double doors beside a keypad. Pressing against them, I could feel that they were locked.

“I got this,” Alek said and backed up a meter, before bull-rushing forward. His armored shoulder slammed into the metal door and hardly even dented it, and certainly didn’t open it. “Shit.”

“I could attempt to intrude on the system,” Ned suggested.

“No,” Lara and I answered in unison.

I shuddered at the memory of what happened the last time he went into the systems of a Cultist facility. “Just in case Twain is synchronized with this place, I don’t want you anywhere inside the systems.”

“Understood,” Ned said. “Then what’s the plan?”

I felt Imogen’s hand on my back, and I stepped aside, allowing her to walk over to the keypad where she pressed 3-3-1-8-7 into the keypad. A bright green light flashed above the door, and the lock within clicked.

“I genuinely never thought that all of the tedious, endless reading that man made me do would someday come in handy,” she said, sounding almost annoyed that her lesson had paid off. “But here we are.”

As I’m sure Ned had done, I dedicated the code to memory in case we needed to use it in the future. Not that I knew precisely what it applied to, but it was still useful to have in my back pocket.

Lutch had always taught me that it was those little details that can make the difference later on. You might see something as you enter the scrap site that seemed completely innocuous, but having paid attention to it earlier could save your life later.

“They’re all surgical rooms,” Alek said as we walked down the wide hallway under the bright lights. There were rooms lined up on both sides, and looking in each one, I saw that he was right. My suspicions deepened further.

I stopped and looked into one of the rooms for just a moment. At its center was a long flat table with restraints attached for hands and feet. There was a computer and a large array of medical devices on extending arms attached to the ceiling. The floor was slightly slanted, all leading downward toward the drain just under the table.

“I know what this is,” Imogen said.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “I think I do too.”

“What?” Lara asked.

Imogen turned to look at her with as grave an expression on her face as I’ve ever seen in my life. “This is where they made soldiers.”

“What do you mean?” Alek inquired, his eyes running over the equipment in the room.

Imogen turned away from the room to look at us. “The Disciples of Twain believed so deeply that man and machine needed to become one that they forced people to do so. I suspect that this facility was a ruse used to trick backwater planet civilians before altering their bodies and minds. In some classified documents that the Inquisition has access to, I read about the methods used to convert normal people into hybrid soldiers. They would establish false medical centers on planets and invite people in, offering free treatments under the guise of some interplanetary war relief effort.

“People would line up and be brought in, only to have their minds injected with nanobots and their bodies augmented. I have to admit, it was like reading true-life horror stories. The closest thing we have to zombies because, though they were never killed, the part of their brain that was who they were was replaced.

“I believe this ship served that same purpose. Naturally, when local villagers got wise to the fact that their family members were entering and then disappearing, the Cult would pack up and leave, often killing those they hadn’t converted. I read one account of a man who took his wife in for heart palpitations and refused to leave for days, just stayed in the waiting room until, eventually, she did emerge. She came out as a soldier for the Cult and killed him. This could, of course, be a fabrication by the Consortium, but it seems plausible given what they were doing.”

Nobody spoke for a long time, all of us considering Imogen’s words. She had affirmed what I had suspected, but staring at the rows of rooms and seeing how they stretched out in every direction, the true nature of the Cult stared us in the face.

“We heard about things like this,” Ned said quietly. “We had been told that facilities had been discovered—a few liberated, but it was hard to believe. We were told the Cult was evil and knew that they were the aggressors in a fight for survival, but I wasn’t entirely convinced this level of evil truly existed. And we didn’t want to believe it.”

“Why?” Imogen asked. Despite the fact that she had been forced to learn the history of the war, she was obviously invested now.

“Because it’s easy to fight the kind of people who would do this. It’s easy to want to kill those who would strip the minds from others and replace them for their own benefit. It’s not easy to want to kill those people who may have had their minds destroyed and replaced,” he said, his voice heavy.

“But they aren’t themselves anymore,” Alek reminded him. “Like she said, they are essentially zombies. Sure, they were innocent victims, but once their minds were replaced, they weren’t the people they used to be.”

“I can appreciate how it would be incredibly complicated,” I said.

Lara spoke through her mask, her voice hard. “If they were trying to kill you, you kill them. Forced or not, coerced or not, if they’re coming for you, you can drop them.”

Imogen swallowed hard at that statement, and I wondered if she was thinking about how Lara would’ve had no problem putting a bullet in her brain back when she had been serving as an Acolyte.

“Let’s keep going,” I said. “I saw the nurses' station at the end of this hall, and maybe we can get some information from their files there.”

We left the small surgical room and moved in silence through the hallway to a circular area in the center where many corridors met. Here, there were more computers and files, as well as some locked weapons crates tucked under the rounded desk.

I stepped up to one of the computers and turned it on, and the moment I did, a series of loud bangs sounded from the far end of one of the passages.

We all raised our weapons and stared, waiting to see what came next.

For a long moment, there was nothing, but then they arrived.
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Six armored robots marched in two rows from around the corner. They were shaped like humans on top with a torso, two arms, and a head, but their lower halves were tendrils of cords and cabling that moved quickly down the hallway toward us.

“Open fire!” Ned commanded, but we were already pulling the triggers, bullets and energy bolts streaking toward the oncoming defensive automatons. The front two robots were shredded in an instant, but the following four raised their arms and shot back.

We threw ourselves to the ground, the desk and walls around us ripped apart by oncoming fire. Imogen, who I knew had been in combat but perhaps had never been shot at, lay on the floor trembling beside me.

Lara shimmered out of existence when she activated her suit, but I reached out and grabbed her wrist as it was disappearing. “They might not see the way we do.”

“Right,” she said, staying low while the world exploded around us. Shreds of paper and chunks of plastic clattered against us.

We were truly pinned.

“Get ready,” Alek said, then got up on his knees and wrapped both hands around one of the waist-high computer consoles affixed to the ground.

Lara and I prepared to fire, and Imogen gripped her energy rifle in trembling hands. She had seemed like an adept combatant from the other side of her spear, but now, in a firefight and without the protection of a man she knew to fear, she was petrified.

Alek pressed against the computer console with his shoulder. The thing groaned and shrieked, but soon bolts began to pull from the floor one by one, the metal ripping apart. He grunted, straining and pressing as hard as he could until the entire console came loose from the ground, chunks of floor coming with it.

He charged forward with the massive heap of metal as a battering ram, running toward the robots at full speed. They poured all their fire into him, sparks fireworking off the console as he ran until he crashed into the first two, metal striking metal like a glorious shipwreck.

Using his full weight, he body-slammed the console down, crushing the front two to the ground, further devastating them. When he did, the rear two were exposed, giving Lara and I enough time to blast them out of existence. With her rifle, she ripped apart the one on the right as I pulled the trigger on the stomper in one hand and the energy pistol in the other.

As quickly as it started, the battle seemed to have ended.

“Problem is,” I said as Alek got to his feet, “I was using that.”

“We can go find another,” he said, dusting his hands triumphantly.

Imogen got to her feet, her eyes wide and her breaths ragged. “I’m so sorry,” she said, looking at me fearfully.

I holstered my weapon and placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s no problem. You did good.”

“I hope, but, um,” she muttered.

“It’s fine,” I assured her, wondering what John Gregory had done to her after our first battle where she had let Lara and me get away. “You just do the best you can, and that’s all any of us care about. And, anyway, we wouldn’t even be in here if it weren’t for you. You’re doing great.”

“Great” was certainly an exaggeration, but I didn’t want her to shut down.

“We should split up, look for more nurses’ stations,” Lara suggested.

I began quickly reloading my stomper. “Absolutely not. I know you’re used to doing things on your own, but we have to stick together.”

“Fine,” she said, shimmering back into existence.

Alek pointed to a series of signs in a holographic display on the wall and then in the direction where the nurses’ station was located.

We left the smoldering remains of the desk and crunched over the detritus toward the next station, which looked remarkably similar to the one that we had just left. We were on high alert as we reached the station, and all of us were waiting for the next attack.

“Going to power on now,” I said, that action having been the thing that alerted the last set of sentries.

Taking a deep breath, I pressed the power button and then looked up to see if anything was coming our way. Mercifully, nothing was as the little green screen flickered to life.

Staring at the screen, I saw many options, but none of them appeared to be particularly relevant at first. Clicking the down arrow, I scrolled through choices, waiting to see if there was anything noteworthy.

Ned and I both saw at once.

“Click that,” he said, but I had already hit enter on the PATIENT DATABASE.

When I did, it asked for a password, and figuring that the people here didn’t want to have to memorize multiple things, I entered the same series of numbers that Imogen had used to get through the door.

When I did, the screen flashed and then filled with patient records. Names, dates of birth, what augments had been given, dates of death, and little nondescript check boxes.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked Ned as I looked at the box at the far right side of each row.

“That unmarked box indicates whether or not they were forced into service,” he answered, saying exactly what I was thinking.

“Yep.”

I continued to scroll until I stopped, my eyes going wide as I saw that one of the Cultists' names didn’t have a date of death.

“You think this is an oversight?”

“Yes,” Ned answered.

“No,” Imogen said, and we all turned to look at her.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

She looked down at the weapon in her hand for a moment, then back up at me. “I don’t believe it is an oversight. I believe that person is still active in the field.”

“It’s been two hundred years since the war,” Lara said. “People don’t live that long.”

“They do if they have been augmented to the point of being more machine than muscle,” Ned said in my ear, and I repeated what he had said.

“Yes,” Imogen said.

Alek looked down at her sympathetically. “Have you seen it before?”

“Yes,” she said again, more quietly this time. “We were called to a bar fight where a drunk had pushed another patron harder than seemed physically possible. It was just across the city, and we arrived to find the man hunched over the bar, hiccupping into his drink. When we approached him, he fought, and it took all of the Inquisitor’s skills to subdue him. Watching the fight, I realized the drunk did have preternatural abilities, and I had never seen anything like it. At first, I thought that maybe the inebriation had made him somehow looser or better at fighting, but when I watched him pull a barstool out of the floor, I knew it was something else.”

She shifted, pulling her face tight in irritation at having to relive this moment, then she took a deep breath and continued to speak.

“When the Inquisitor finally got him cuffed and ran a scan on his fingerprints, it came back that he was two hundred and sixty-three years old. The Inquisitor cursed the scanner, complained that he had to rely on such devices, and called for another one from one of the prefects who had accompanied us as backup.

“The second machine gave the same reading, and the Inquisitor was mad with rage. He was confused and seemed as though he was going to begin torturing the man for answers right there on the spot. But before he could, I noticed something in the white hair sticking out from under his ripped shirt. On the wrinkled skin beneath the tufts, there was a faded tattoo. When I pointed it out, the Inquisitor ripped his shirt open to reveal a mark I had seen in my history books. He recognized it too, and I watched the horror and surprise overtake the rage in his face. We dragged the man back to the Inquisition where we…”

And here, she trailed off, unable to say the words.

“Eventually, he told us the truth: that he was a soldier from the Old War who had been kept alive by experimental nanorobotics. They were designed to heal and fight the aging process by extending the life of biologic tissues through growth and repair. Rather than allowing his body to age, the machines inside him were extending his life. He was, of course, still aging, and he said that he could feel the robots within him aging as well, but the process was much slower, and, he told us, more painful. He drank to no longer feel what was happening inside his body. What happened next, I’ll never be able to forget for as long as I live,” she said, her voice breaking and her hand shaking uncontrollably.

“You don’t have to tell us,” Alek said. “Sometimes it’s better to try to forget.”

“No,” she said. “Talking to Edwin and then talking to my aunt, I realized that it sometimes helps to say things aloud. To speak them is to rob them of their power.”

“Some things are better left unsaid,” Lara put in.

“No,” Imogen said and stomped the heel of her foot ever so slightly while balling her fist in determination. “I need to say this. He made me stay in the room and watch as they lowered a gigantic magnet down above him. He was strapped to the table in the same way the people here must’ve been, and he screamed. It was a sound like I had never heard before but that I’ve heard too many times since as the microscopic machines were ripped from his veins and muscles. It was as if he was pricked with a million needles at once.

“The blood. There was so much blood. The screams stopped, but the blood flowed everywhere.” She paused, looking down at the tip of her foot, and I wondered if she could still see the blood in her mind. “He… the Inquisitor… told me that it was important for me to watch. That I needed to see what an abomination it was to give your body over to an unnatural technology. But the only abomination I saw was him with what we did to that poor old drunk. Sure, he might’ve been a soldier who hurt people in ancient times, but the war was over, and he didn’t deserve to die like that.”

Her face pulled in tight and her lips clamped shut as though her body wouldn’t allow any more pain to flow through her.

“I’m so sorry that you had to go through that,” Lara said sincerely, and, to my surprise, closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around the girl, who began shaking as soon as she was in the embrace.

“I once watched nearly one hundred Kyrog be killed in less time than we have been standing here,” Alek said, and we all cast our gaze his way. He had never spoken to me of his past on his homeworld, and here, on an Old War Cultist facility in the middle of deep space, he chose to announce this.

“I’m so sorry,” I told him.

“Thank you,” he said. “It feels good to say even just that.”

“What happened?” Lara asked, still holding Imogen who had stopped shaking but was still breathing in rapid pants.

“You don’t have to tell us anything,” I assured him.

But he shook his massive head, his gray ears drooping. “No, if she can do that, I can do this. I’ve been haunted for longer than I care to remember, and perhaps it’s because I try to swallow it down and choke every time. My clan decided that we needed to retake a sacred stone from one of the other clans who had claimed it years earlier. It was little more than a large purple stone sticking out from the middle of some great plains, but our leaders decided it was time to retake it for our own.

“I was stuck in with them wearing this”—he gestured to his armor—“the defensive wear of a medic. We marched through the night without making camp, expecting resistance every time we crested one of the low hills. But it never came. Our triangulators told us that we had passed into enemy territory, but still, they gave no fight. And soon we came across the stone that our ancestor’s ancestors had discovered and claimed as their own.

“But, as I’m sure you could tell from the very nature of this story, it was a trap. The rock was at the center of the small valley among the endless grasses of my planet. All at once, barriers that had been covered over were flipped up, creating a low wall that entirely encircled us. The enemy clan leader called to us and offered an opportunity for our disgraceful surrender. In my culture, pride is paramount, and even as the offer was proffered, all of us standing there knew it would be rejected.

“It was our own… I suppose you would say ‘commander’…who led us in the most ineffectual charge in military history. I learned only later that several of the enemy warriors said that it was horrifying to slaughter in this way. The Kyrog have a sense of propriety and prefer an even battle of skills to a massacre. But a massacre it was. They opened fire on us, and before we could get from here to there,” he said, pointing to a nearby door, “everyone lay dead. They had spared me because of my armor and let me return home to tell my leaders what had happened.

“Watching that many of my people be killed that quickly was something that I will never forget and something that I still see when I close my eyes at night. It was not my fault, and there was nothing that I could have done to change the situation or the minds of my leaders, but I still feel a heavy guilt that I walk this universe while so many of my brothers were slaughtered so quickly.”

He blinked, all of his eyes closing in unison.

“But, Imogen, I think you are right,” he said finally. “It helps to talk about it.”

She pushed out of Lara’s arms and crossed the space to approach the Kyrog, who knelt and wrapped his arms around her.

“I hate to be an asshole,” Ned whispered in my ear. “But you are still on an enemy vessel and haven’t finished what you were there to do.”

“You’re right,” I said to him, but neither Alek nor Imogen were paying me any mind. Lara, who could also hear Ned in her helmet, turned to look at the computer screen with me.

“Scroll back to the top,” she told me, and I did. The flashing green indicator jumped up and up and up until it hopped from the list of names to the top bar.

Rather than continuing to instruct me, she shouldered me out of the way and clicked over, sending the cursor right until it landed on the date of death. She hit enter, and it reorganized everybody, listing dates from the most long-ago in descending order.

Then she hit enter again, and a list of names with no date of death appeared on the screen.

“If this doesn’t get your bounty hunter juices flowing, I don’t know what will,” she said hungrily, looking at the list of names.

On the screen, there were at least twenty people. Lara began to move the cursor again, letting it drop to reveal more and more names.

“Ned, are you taking note of these?”

“Affirmative,” Ned answered. “I’m entering each one into a personal database that I will compare against all the open bou⁠—”

He fell silent as all three of us stared at the name on the screen.
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Aaron “Shep” Shepherd

It was there on the screen, and it was clear as day. And, in some ways, it made sense. After having been on the run for hundreds of years or maybe staying in hiding, he had found a group of people with similar enough beliefs that he could fit right in with and, eventually, lead.

When none of us had said anything for a long time, Alek and Imogen came over to look at the screen as well.

“No,” Imogen said. “No, that has to be wrong.”

“You know that it isn’t,” Lara said in a serious tone.

She wasn’t shaking anymore. Now her face was red, and her eyes enraged. “Maybe I just don’t want to believe it.”

“It adds up,” Ned said. “When you first met him, he quoted a line from a movie in conversation. But it was one of those references that I would make and would always be lost on you people. I didn’t think much of it at the time except that maybe he was well studied in old media, but now…”

“There’s more,” Alek said ominously. “The doctor who patched me up was talking about his mechanical arm and the internal debate that he had about getting it. He said that Shep had encouraged him. I got the sense that it was strongly encouraged. Looking back, I realize that the doctor never said that he lost his arm. I assumed it because you wouldn’t get one otherwise, but now I’m realizing…”

We all looked around the hospital.

“He’s picking up where they left off,” I said.

Imogen spoke through gritted teeth. “The only family who cares about me is with him right now.”

"Your aunt is already augmented,” I noted. “I have to assume she is safe with him.”

Her eyes turned to me, and her gaze could’ve bore a hole in my head. “Look around. Nobody is safe with people who could do things like this. They’re sick and dangerous, and one is currently leading a group of good people that also happen to include my aunt and uncle.”

“I don’t think those folks would be too pleased if we go in there and try to arrest their leader,” Alek noted.

“Then we’ll be smart about it,” I said. “Imogen, you said that your political connections would need strong evidence if they were going to believe what you were trying to tell them about the Enemy AI still trying to work toward their goal. You think that the two-hundred-year-old Cultist would do the trick?”

“Oh, definitely.”

“Then there’s only one way to play this,” I said. “We’ll return to that horrible shit smear of a planet, and Lara and I will try to get Shep alone. You’ll pull your aunt and uncle aside and tell them what we found. You’ll have to convince them that what we're saying is true enough that they’re willing to try to convince their friends of the same thing. Alek, you’ll stay by the ship just in case this thing turns sideways and we need to get out of there in a hurry,” I said, pointing at him.

“And in case you need someone attacking from the rear,” he added knowingly.

“Stuff can be two things,” I said. “We’ll try to get some information and arrest Shep. By the time we are done with him, hopefully you will have the Peacers convinced that we are not their enemy and that we are actually protecting them from an ancient enemy. Do you think your aunt and uncle will believe you?”

Imogen jerked her head up and down one time. “They’ll believe me.”

“Great, then we’ll return him to the Conclave for holding at Zenobia’s until we can present him as evidence to your connections,” I concluded.

“You should really just kill him,” Ned said in my ear.

Lara didn’t react, so I realized that he had only said it to me.

“I know that you’re becoming a bounty hunter and that you want to use him to convince people to help us, but there’s something deep within me that believes that every second he draws breath, he’s a threat to the entire universe. Maybe it’s my programming, but I can’t stand the idea that you would leave someone like him alive. What if he gets out and decides to get another place like this going again. What if he's so mad that he’s been found out that he tells Twain to activate Extinction. His body could be evidence.”

I didn’t answer Ned but had his thoughts rattling around in my head as we made our way back toward the Buzzard quickly. All of us were on a mission now and full of purpose.

Shep was the thing that we had been waiting for. He was the smoking gun, and if we could capture him, we might finally be able to convince the Consortium that the threat we had discovered was real.

It felt like we had come close in the past, but now it was truly within our grasp to change the fate of the universe.

As we loaded into the ship and broke away from the medical station, none of us spoke. Instead, we all seemed to be thinking about what came next. It wasn’t long before we were back at Vache I, skimming through the gray once again to land on the brown, stinking surface.

Imogen, Lara, and I offloaded, as Alek stayed with Ned on the ship, waiting by the cargo ramp with some weapons tucked away just in case. I did not want to have to fight the Peacers, but I would do what needed to be done in order to extract Shep.

When we stepped from the ship, a few Peacer guards came running over to check that it was us. When they saw the three of us, they gave a friendly wave and approached.

“Back so soon? What, did you forget your sweater?” one of them asked, laughing at their own joke.

I smiled, choking on the oppressive smell. “We just discovered an opportunity,” I said, nearly gagging and once again wishing I hadn’t rushed off the ship without some kind of breathing apparatus. “We can help a lot of people, and I think it will be of great interest to Shep.”

The second guard went rushing toward the factory building to announce our arrival, while the one that had made the joke fell in beside us as we walked.

“It was really great what you did for those villagers,” the man said, and I nodded, my eyes watering.

For some reason, the smell was worse this time than it had been the first time. Rather than getting used to it, it seemed to be gaining in strength.

“No, the real good work is done by you guys,” I assured him. “We were just doing our jobs.”

“And modest too,” he said with a smile.

As we approached the front of the building, the door swung wide, and Shep emerged, that broad smile plastered across his face.

“Welcome back,” he greeted in such a jovial manner as to be off-putting. Or perhaps that was just because of what I now knew.

As he strode forward, I studied the lines in his face, the roots of his hair and his hands. The tattoos that showed through his clothes were recently applied, or perhaps reapplied. To all outward appearances, he was young. When we first met him, one of the things that had struck me was how he didn’t seem very old to be in the position of leadership that he was in.

Little did I know.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, sweeping his arms to beckon us in.

We got in close, and I whispered to him. “Something has come up that I think will be a boon for your people.”

“Really?” he said, his eyes lighting up with excitement. Looking closely at his irises, I tried to spot the little machines that were working to refresh his tissue and rejuvenate his body, but of course, I couldn’t.

“Do you have somewhere we can talk?” I asked, nodding my head over his shoulder and letting my tone convey that I had a secret to tell him.

He nodded knowingly, raising an eyebrow, then turned and headed back into the converted factory. Once we had passed through the doors and I could breathe again, I clapped him on the back.

“It’s good to know there are people in the universe doing noble work,” I said. “And after we left you, we realized that we wanted to be a part of what you are doing here. We aren’t going to join you, but we will feed you information and helpful targets. Having a couple of bounty hunter allies will go a long way toward helping your cause.”

“Maybe you should say, our cause,” Lara added for good measure.

Shep was beaming, and I wondered if he was thinking about what he would be capable of once he had replaced our minds and upgraded our bodies. The idea of it combined with the odor burned into my lungs was enough to make me gag.

“I’m going to say hi to my family,” Imogen said, breaking off to join them where they were sitting and looking at some maps.

Shep led us through the room, passed some more doors and machinery and into an area in the back cordoned off by piles of boxes and stacks of pallets. We were far enough from any prying eyes or eagle ears now.

“What do you have for me?” he asked, turning to face us.

As he did, Lara stepped around his side. “This,” she said, her hand striking out to grab his wrist.

But he was ready, deflecting the blow with such force that Lara’s arm was thrown wide. At the same moment, I jabbed at him, connecting knuckles with nose, but he hardly reacted when the bone crunched. As quick as I had hit him, he returned the favor, his legs swinging out and sweeping me.

Immediately, I wished that I had made Lara train more as I slammed to the ground face first, catching myself with my hands. I rose to my feet while Lara sent a roundhouse toward Shep’s head. He met her leg with his bicep, then clamped his arm down and forced it into a hold in his armpit.

When he did, she leapt up off of her left foot, swung, and connected with the side of his head.

The move caused him to drop her as he staggered back.

“Twain warned me about you two,” he snarled, and the words sent a chill down my spine.

Not only was the old Enemy AI still in contact with his agents, but he was talking about us in our mission. That piece of information hit me almost as hard as the fist that Shep sent rocketing toward my head. I feinted out of the way of the strike, but his other fist came at me like a rocket.

White flashed my vision as I was knocked back and slammed into the boxes behind me.

“Did he warn you about this?” Lara said, her voice low and cold. She slid out her blade and sent it slicing through the air, a blue streak in its wake, but Shep was fast. Unnaturally, inhumanly fast.

His forearm was up in a moment and connected with her wrist, stopping the blade dead. I pushed off the boxes, threw my body forward, and raised a foot to kick him in the back, but he bent his body out of my way, and I went slamming forward and knocked into Lara as the two of us fell to the ground.

“I’ll be promoted for this.” Shep grinned, that genuine smile plastered on his face.

Lara and I both got to our feet, and I considered just pulling out my energy weapon and ending it now, but I knew that I wanted him alive, and I needed to give Imogen more time to talk with her family.

So I lunged again, and once again he was ready for me. It turned out that some informal experience brawling was no match for two centuries of combat experience.

When I threw my fist forward, he moved out of my way with such graceful ease that it was as if he knew exactly what I was going to do before I even did and then reacted accordingly. His fist rattled my teeth, and I heard my tailbone crack when I hit the ground.

Lara made another attempt with her blade, but once again, he deflected the oncoming strike with ease and answered with a swift kick to her gut that sent her hurtling backward into some pallets.

I staggered to my feet, holding my hands up. “Okay, okay, you win.”

Shep grinned at me.

Gasping, Lara snarled, “Hank, what are you doing?”

“My father would say,” I told her, wheezing through the pain, “failure is always an option. It’s how we learn and grow.”

“So you're gonna let him kill you?”

“No,” I said, turning back to the smiling Cultist. “I’m going to let him make me better.”

“You think I’m an idiot?” Shep said, maintaining his ready position but not striking out. “I know what the two of you are up to.”

“If you knew what we were up to, then you would know that we are being chased by both the Consortium and the Inquisition,” I said. “We are being hunted by all sides, and I thought that defeating you might be the thing that could change things for us, but I realize now, the only thing that can help us is becoming like you.”

Lara got to her feet, staring at me in disbelief.

“If I was capable of even half the things that you can obviously do, we could accomplish so much together. Ultimately, our beliefs align and we should team up the way we were pretending to. But now, we can do it for real with a full understanding of who the other is.”

Shep stared at me, trying to read my face and discern if what I was saying was true. In that moment, I made my move.

I wheeled back my right arm as quickly as I could and threw the punch directly at his already cracked nose.

He was ready for it, and I braced for impact.

But he wasn’t ready for Lara’s simultaneous double-strike.

Her blade swung again, and he was forced to throw up his right arm as he jabbed me with his left, and his open stance allowed Lara’s leg the space it needed.

When her boot crunched against his organic shin, the sound would’ve bothered me if not for the fact that I was being punched in the face at the moment.

As I was thrown back another time, Shep took and elbow to the solar plexus and let out an exhalation that sounded like the expulsion of every molecule of oxygen in his lungs before he collapsed to his knees.

Lara dropped her blade and immediately threw cuffs on his wrists. After staggering to my feet, the world spinning just a bit, I lurched toward him. The man opened his mouth to shout for help, but I brought up a knee to connect with his chin.

Shep’s head snapped back, and he looked dazed when it dropped forward again.

Lara and I forced him to his feet, with me pulling out my stomper and pressing it against his back.

“Don’t think those bots can repair a severed spine,” I growled, tasting blood.

He laughed. “You’ll never get out of here alive.”

“You sure about that?” I asked, perhaps a bit too smugly.

“Yes,” Shep said, and I heard a bloodcurdling scream from the front of the building.
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We pushed Shep back into the other room as quickly as we could, but he was dragging his feet and laughing while we each grabbed one elbow and physically dragged him until we reached the factory floor.

Louise was keeled over, gripping both sides of her head and screaming in excruciating pain.

“He somehow sabotaged her nanobots,” Ned asserted in my earpiece. “I’ll attempt to counter-hack, but I make no guarantees.”

I never liked the idea of Ned intruding on Cultist systems, but I knew there was no stopping him, and seeing the pain Louise was in and the look of horror on Imogen’s face, I wasn’t going to try.

But I could try to stop Shep.

I dropped his elbow and pressed the gun against the back of his head. “You stop this now.”

“I wouldn’t even if I could,” he snarled.

I was about to issue another threat when one of the Peacers caught a glimpse of the two of us.

“What the hell?” she exclaimed and raised her weapon in our direction.

I dropped my stomper and raised my hands.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” I asserted, but all of the Peacers around the room raised their weapons at Lara and me.

“Stop what you’re doing to her right now!” a woman with the name Jackson stitched on her jacket demanded while stepping forward with her weapon pointed right at me.

I looked over at Louise, who was still writhing on the floor. She had stopped screaming and was now whimpering, Imogen and Duncan staring down at her.

“Stop what you’re doing to her, and stop what you’re doing to him, or I will kill you right here, right now,” the woman reiterated, taking another step forward to make her point.

“It’s not them!” Duncan announced, handing his cat to Imogen and then standing to address the room. All eyes turned to him.

“My wife and I have been with this crew since before most of you were born. We’ve seen you go through a lot, and we stood by our beliefs through some of the most challenging experiences of our lives,” he said, his eyes continually flashing down to the wife whose life saving technology was now killing her.

“You all know me well enough to know that I tend to keep to myself, keep quiet and don’t cause a fuss, but I must stand up now and tell you that it is not these bounty hunters who are the villains here,” he stated, trying to be loud though his voice could almost barely be heard over the heavy breathing.

“Don’t believe him!” Shep called from the ground. “They attacked me and planned to kill you all. Just look at what they are doing to Louise!”

“No!” Duncan thundered, and all eyes turned to him. “Shep has betrayed our cause. He’s not fighting for a noble cause, he’s trying to make us all become like him so he can control us. He’s the one who’s doing this.” The man pointed at his wife.

“I’m making some progress,” Ned informed me, but I was hardly listening, given the fact that there were a dozen weapons pointed at me.

Louise screamed again, the bone-chilling sound ripping through every ear in the place and causing only more confusion and chattering among the Peacers.

“Hank, help her!” Imogen screamed at me.

“I’m doing what I can,” I said, hoping she would understand the implication. She seemed to and held on to her all the tighter. I couldn’t imagine the pain she was going through.

I looked around the room. “I know that none of you in this room know me from a hole in the ground, but what Duncan said is true. Shep is the one who is controlling the bots inside Louise, and he does plan to force each and every one of you to become augmented.”

“That’s a lie!” Shep screamed, sawdust sticking to his sweat.

“No,” the blonde doctor said, getting everybody’s attention. “He might as well have forced me to get this surgery.”

He held up his robotic arm. “I didn’t want it. I never asked for it. But Shep kept pressuring me and pressuring me until eventually I gave in. I’ve always believed that prosthetics are a part of lifesaving technology that we should never have moved away from, but I didn’t want to be augmented this way. I never wanted to have to do this, but I gave in, and now I wish I hadn’t. Because while I was under, I think he did something else. My mind has not been the same sin⁠—”

But he wasn’t able to finish his thought because halfway through the word, his mouth stopped moving and his arm reached for the pistol holstered at his chest. But before he could reach it, the sound of a gunshot cracked through the room.

Duncan had his hand by his hip, the handgun just barely slid out of the holster where it was smoking in his grip.

“You see,” he said, and I was grateful that Imogen’s words had convinced her family so deeply. If that doctor had gotten his shot off and Lara had been forced to return fire, this room would’ve become a bloodbath in no time. “Look what he just forced me to do. Look what his plans will make you become.”

“They’re lying! Can’t you see this is all an elaborate trick!” Shep screamed. “You all know me and what kind of man I am. You know what we were before and what we can be if we continue to work together. Don’t believe these deceptions. Just rescue me and all can be right again. We can do real good again.”

“We don’t know you,” the woman with Jackson written on her jacket said. “You only showed up just recently. Most of us have known Louise our whole lives.”

There were nods around the room, and many faces turned to look at the woman, who still appeared to be in excruciating pain

“Anything?” I whispered to Ned.

“Almost got it,” he answered back.

The color was drained from her face and I saw nothing but pain in her vacant eyes. I told him, “You have to hurry. I don’t think she has much time.”

“Copy.”

“How did he do that?” another voice demanded. “How did he make the doctor attack?”

“Yeah!” some others called.

Duncan took another step into the center of the room. “He infected the doctor with illegal microscopic robots. I believe this man is working toward returning to the ways of the Old War.”

That shut everybody up for a moment as they all tried to process what had been said.

“It’s true,” I affirmed. “We discovered his name on a database in the middle of a facility that was used to force people to get unwanted augments and change their brains just the way he did to the doctor.”

The people in the room were horrified and confused, and the situation was muddy. Nobody seemed to know where to point their weapons.

“Got it,” Ned exclaimed. “Someday you’ll have to let me explain how I…” And I knew he was still talking but I was no longer listening.

Louise rocked forward, gasping for air and blinking as though she was seeing for the first time in a long time. Because she probably was. She let out another little shriek and shook her head.

“How?” Shep demanded. “It’s that AI you’re working with, isn’t it?”

“Do you ever shut up?” Lara hissed.

But all eyes were on Louise, who, with Imogen’s help, got to her feet. While it was clear that the people here respected Duncan, they all showed this woman a special degree of reverence.

I didn’t know what she had been through and what she had done for the Peacers, but it was obviously enough to make everybody worship her in their own way.

“Who did that to you?” Jackson asked, her rifle still pointed directly at me.

Louise raised a hand in our general direction, her finger shaking.

She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, an alarm sounded through the space.
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“Shit,” I muttered as I heard the screaming and commotion from outside. I turned to Lara. “He must’ve called for backup.”

She nodded, “I was thinking the same thing.”

“It’s not the Cult,” Ned informed us. “It’s the Consortium.”

The door burst open, the stench from the planet following the young guard into the room. “Consortium dropships! We all have to get out of here!”

All of the Peacers turned and moved toward the door with trained precision. Larry and I lifted Shep and dragged him forward, falling in beside Louise and Imogen.

“Thank you,” I said to Duncan.

“Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “We still have to get out of here alive.”

“How are you doing?” Imogen asked her aunt.

Louise looked at her, gripping her arm to keep herself steady. “I feel like my own body just tried to kill me from the inside. And now I feel like we need to get the hell off this planet.”

“Where will you go?” Imogen asked.

Louise blinked several times, considering the question. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I suppose I’ll try to contact the other Peacer sects and see if someone has a good spot to lay low while we sort out what to do next.”

Imogen turned to stare at me. She didn’t say anything, but I knew what she was thinking.

It might be a mistake. It might be foolish and go against everything we were trying to do by staying as secretive as possible. But I said it anyway.

“I have a place where we can go,” I offered. “Get your people off of this planet, and I’ll show you.”

Louise did not seem to be the type of person who would turn down a good offer or hedge. Instead, she simply said, “Will do.”

She looked out through the now-open doors of the front of the building, and I followed her gaze, watching as two Consortium ships dropped low. Soldiers rocketed out of both ships, propulsion packs on their arms and legs making it so that they flew from the dropships down to the ground.

“Let me free, and I’ll help you defeat them,” Shep offered.

Louise took one look at him and then punched him so hard in the eye that his head immediately dropped.

“Switch with me,” Duncan said to Lara. “I think you will be better in the firefight than I will.”

She just nodded, and the two women moved forward as Duncan and I held the unconscious man, dragging him along.

More soldiers landed and immediately opened fire, energy bolts tearing into the space. Sparks flew after little eruptions burst on every impact. It wasn’t long before fires were starting throughout the space.

Jackson moved up beside the door.

“Covering fire!” she shouted, her voice like the crack of a whip. Two Peacers stationed behind a piece of machinery just in front of the door leaned out at once. Both of them opened fire and filled the room with muzzle flash and the relentless crackle of gunfire.

The Consortium soldiers ducked for cover behind portable dropshields that they had just deployed.

When the Peacer’s gunners paused, the others went pouring out through the doors, firing their own salvo at all of the soldiers. Most cowered behind their shields and peeked their heads out just enough to shoot back.

A beam sliced through part of Jackson’s arm before slamming into the chest of the man behind her, sending him flying back. Another soldier was pierced through the gut. He fell forward and tripped the Peacer in front of him.

For a moment, as I rushed forward behind the wall of soldiers, I thought about Alek’s story and imagined what it would be like knowing all of us would die.

Instead, as we cleared the door out into the pure stench of this dead planet, I squeezed the trigger toward the soldiers who were trying to kill us. A bolt zipped past my head, striking the ceiling of the passageway and sizzling.

On the other side of Shep, Duncan was rattling off his gun as well, and every shot he took seemed to result in a dead enemy. His aim was precise, and if a soldier showed his face for even a moment from behind their dropshield, they were met with a bullet.

His revolver was large and deadly, but I knew he would only be able to keep this up so long without reloading. Soon enough, we would have to get to cover. Luckily, the Peacers were fanning out and moving to their defensive positions set up around the factory exterior. Bullets and bolts flashed back and forth.

One of the Peacers threw a pulse grenade. The incendiary thumped to the earth between two shields and then detonated. People screamed as it flew toward them and fell silent upon impact.

The soldiers’ armor was thick and strong and took a lot to destroy, but the Peacers were determined, sending an unending stream of fire at the attackers.

In the distance, I saw the drop ships turning around, preparing to make another pass. Then, out of the corner of my vision, I saw the Buzzard appear, and I was relieved to think that Ned would be able to attack the ships and take them out before they reached us.

But I had forgotten that his programming wouldn’t allow it and probably wouldn’t even allow Alek to shoot the ships down. So, instead, the extendable arm from the side of the Buzzard reached out as it flew over one of the drop ships, dropped down, clamped onto the roof, and pulled it off its trajectory.

The arm let go, and the ship spun out of control, then crashed into the ground in the distance. But the other ship was on us, and in a moment, the sky lit up again with the propulsion packs from the soldiers dropping out of the aft.

Duncan and I pulled Shep up and dropped him behind a low wall. Lara, Imogen, and Louise took up position behind another emplacement, picking soldiers out of the sky as they fell. That is, except for Imogen, who was taking shots with her precision weapon and missing terribly.

“I’ll come for you, just try to get away from the fray,” Ned said.

I wished more than anything that he could override his programming and just strafe the soldiers, blasting them off the face of this planet. But since he couldn’t, we would continue the fight and try to get back to the ship.

Duncan was reloading, and I pointed my stomper into the sky where one of the soldiers was making their descent, heading right toward one of the Peacers positioned behind a barrel. I raised my weapon, took aim, and tried to calculate the slant the bullets took as they left the aging weapon.

I squeezed the trigger three times. The bullets erupted and cut through the night air. The first two slammed against the armor helplessly, but the third penetrated the gap in their thigh where the armor was connected by a light material.

It was enough to cause him to lose control of his propulsion pack. He reached down for the wound and which sent him flying head over heels before he t-boned across the top of one of the shields and kicked another soldier in the face.

Despite our best efforts, more of them were landing, and now the barn at our backs was beginning to burn, flames licking up into the sky. Another pulse grenade was thrown, and more soldiers exploded outward, but there were reinforcements that were better armed, and they were on the attack.

In the distance, the dropship turned, and I saw that it didn’t appear to be coming for us but was now heading in the direction that the other one had gone. This was going to be a problem. If they were chasing him and Ned wouldn’t allow himself to properly defend the ship, he could get himself killed. I couldn’t help but wonder if his idea about having Edwin mess with his mind might not have been such a bad one after all.

“Keep an eye on Shep!” I ordered Duncan. Not that I had any authority to do so, but he nodded.

In the distance, I saw one of the Peacer ships. It looked close enough that I might be able to make it if I ran.

“Covering fire!” I shouted, knowing that the Peacers would respond.

They did.

At once, they all emerged from their cover to take shots at the Consortium men. The night sky was alight, and I took off running, trying to clear the distance between the wall and the swallow class light fighter.

I had only ever flown a ship this size a few times, and mostly just when we needed to move it from one place to another or to test some repairs that we had made to ensure that they had worked properly. Now, I was intending to use it in combat for the first time in my life.

But I didn’t make it.

As I was running, I felt a searing pain slice across my leg. Grunting, I kept moving as best as I could, but more fire was following me and then a blur crossed my vision. From somewhere in the dark, one of the soldiers leapt out at me, a charged baton in their hand.

On instinct alone, I jumped out of the way, and the swinging weapon just avoided me. Rather than continuing to run, I planted my good foot and threw myself back at the soldier, my shoulder slamming into his helmet. The metal striking my bone undoubtedly hurt me more than him, but it was enough to throw us both to the ground.

The baton was now free, and I reached for the man’s hand. After prying his fingers open as quickly as I could while he was still in shock from what had just happened, I gripped the controller for the propulsion pack and activated it.

The thrusters were at his feet as the two of us were thrown twenty meters in the direction of the starship. Whipping through the air, my stomach lurched. Dead animal rot came rushing up and met us when we hit the ground. I was thrown free, rolling a few meters further.

He stood and lumbered toward me, and I backed away on my elbows, then reached and pulled out the energy pistol at my side. Pointing it, I pulled the trigger until I saw him fall, the armor at his chest a smoldering hole.

Another blast of energy zipped by me and exploded in the dirt between me and the ship. My foot sank into the soft earth as I turned and rushed toward the fighter. Another bolt struck the wing, not quite damaging the plating. Starships were designed to take a lot of damage so it could withstand a couple of bolts from a hand weapon.

But if all of them turned their attention on me, I’d be done for.

The Peacers opened up another volley, drawing the soldiers’ attention, and I clattered up the ladder on the side of the ship, then hopped into the pilot’s chair. There were a few broken gauges and a hole in the cushion, but for the most part, the ship was in excellent condition.

I fired her up, and the cockpit sealed around me.

“I used to love helping flagships like these,” Ned said. “They’re fast and powerful, pack a punch but can’t take too many hits. Capt. William West used to fly something just like this…”

He trailed off, his voice disappearing into the void.

“I’ve also got this dropship on my ass and could use a hand,” he said.

“That’s why I’m here,” I informed him and started lifting slowly off the ground. The light fighter was much more responsive and reactive than even the swan had been, and I felt like if I blew on the control sticks, it would turn 180 degrees.

The battle was still raging ahead of me. I gripped the controls and tilted the ship at the enemy soldiers. When I pressed the trigger, a stream of micro missiles tore out the front and resulted in a torrent of explosions around the Consortium lines.

Some of the soldiers turned to fire at me as I accelerated in the direction of the Buzzard and the dropship, but as they did, the Peacers took the opportunity to thin their numbers.

Accelerating only slightly, the light craft rocketed forward, and I used the small display on the console to see the dots representing the other ships. Not that it was hard to tell where they were. In the distance, I could see the yellow streaks of micro missiles cutting through the dark sky.

Ned was doing a good job avoiding the enemy fire, but the dropship was faster and nimbler with more thrusters and weapons than the Buzzard by a huge margin.

Even as I came upon them, the dropship opened fire from some of its starboard arrays, slicing the sky with the yellow trails from the launched explosives. I was able to easily avoid them and return fire before they barrel rolled out of the way.

My missiles crackled against their shields, erupting and doing no damage to the ship. They continued to chase Ned and Alek, who were doing everything they could just to stay alive.

Ned was shooting back with the weapon systems that I had given him control of, but the dropship danced and dodged out of the way.

In my approach, they gave some space between themselves and the Buzzard, opening fire on me once again with multiple weapons. The vaguely square ship had micro missile launchers on nearly all sides. Two on the bow, three port and starboard, and maybe even one aft, but I didn’t want to find out.

There was also an energy tricannon mounted underneath, which was designed to provide covering fire to the troops as they jumped from the vessel. I hadn’t seen it shoot yet and wondered if, perhaps, the Consortium hadn’t sent a fully manned ship.

The government was famous for cutting corners wherever they could, and maybe they assumed that even a partial complement of two dropships would be more than enough to deal with this Peacer group.

They might have been right, I thought, if not for me.

I concentrated fire on their flank, not letting up until the weapon systems neared overheating. All of the micro missiles exploded against their shields, but it caused them to turn, bank, and pull off their pursuit of the Buzzard.

“They’re coming for you now,” Ned said as though I didn’t already know that.

“Then I expect you to back me up,” I told him, then pulled the nose of the fighter up and rocketed skyward, drawing the dropship in my direction. “I know you can’t hurt them, but you can destroy their shields.”

“Nothing in my programming specifically outlaws it, so it would seem so,” he cheered.

Ned spun the Buzzard and cut through a fog bank, glowing like a halo in the dark before he emerged and lit up my pursuer. But the dropship was pouring everything it had into me, and the light shields of the fighter began to fail. Indicator lights on my dash began to flash and alarms sounded.

Banking hard, I dropped the ship at a sickening speed toward the surface, waiting for the dropship to follow.

It did, pursuing me downward and continuing its onslaught. All of its guns were firing into me, and while many of the missiles missed, enough were making progress on my shield.

“I’m going to need a taxi,” I said.

The ship was shaking violently, and heat from the missiles bursting against the shield was beginning to cook me. Sweat poured down my face and into my eyes. I gripped the sticks to keep the fighter under my control.

“Copy that,” Ned said. And then he added the words I had been waiting for, “Got their shields down.”

At the same moment, my own failed, and I flipped my bird, then dropped the back and spun it in a complete 180. The dropship was on me, hurtling right toward my nose. I pressed the eject button and felt the chair rumble before rocketing out into the night sky.

The force of the explosion when the nose of the fighter slammed into the dropship sent me spinning into the air. My world became darkness and flames as I went over and through the sky. I sucked air, trying to maintain consciousness as the parachute deployed.

When it did, it slammed me to such a jerking stop that I felt like my spine hit my ribs as I crunched against the straps holding me in place.

Blinking and trying to get my bearing, I looked down in the direction of the ground and saw the continued flashes of weapons firing back and forth across the small space. In the distance, it looked so minuscule: tiny lights like fireflies and little beams of energy.

The roar of the Buzzard’s engine pulled at my attention as it rocketed overhead. The force from the thrusters pushed the parachute, sending me swinging in the other direction. Ned readjusted and backed up toward me. The ramp lowered slowly to reveal Alek holding a cable within and sliding himself in my direction with his massive hand outreached.

With one jerking move, Ned backed the Buzzard to my position, the top of the ship compressing the cables between me and my chute. I swung hard toward the aft, flailing and kicking my legs, but Alek grabbed hold of one and pulled me in, causing the chair I was attached to to crash against the floor.

More than anything, I wanted to just lay there, close my eyes, and take a rest. Though, it’s possible I was just concussed.

Alek stood over me and smiled, then reached down and pulled the straps free from my body, before lifting me out as though I was a kid in a car seat and placing me on the deck.

“Thanks,” I wheezed and took one step toward the cockpit, then I collapsed and nearly vomited.

“No problem,” he said, helping me to my feet. This time, I pitched toward the stairs, grabbed onto the railing, and pulled myself up.

“We have to help them,” I told Ned as I used the walls of the hallway to pull myself into the cockpit and hurled myself into the pilot’s chair.

“I can’t let you do that, Hank,” Ned said in a monotone.

Looking through the window, I saw more gunfire in the distance. “Ned, I am Captain of the ship, and I order you to stand down. Cede control to me right now, and you can have command again at my discretion.”

“Yes, sir,” Ned said unquestioningly.

As soon as he did, I felt the Buzzard shudder for a moment as the manual controls took over, and I blasted us forward, opening up with my micro missiles. They tore apart the enemy line, and when I had finished with one pass, I turned and opened up a second time on them, before seeing no more attacks from that side.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I turned to set the Buzzard down, but Ned’s voice ended any sense of calm.

“The Peacers’ sensors are picking up more dropships washing out,” he said.

I cursed under my breath. “Ned, take control again and land us as close as you can to our people.”

He did so, then I forced myself back out of the chair and staggered back through the Buzzard and toward the ramp. When I reemerged at the bottom of the stairs, Alek looked at me in surprise.

“We’re not done?”

I shook my head. “But we’re close.”

And I believed what I said.

The ground rushed up to meet us, and I called to Alek, “As soon as we land, you run and grab Shep.”

“You got it,” he said, and as soon as the surface was close enough, the two of us charged down the ramp to where the remaining Peacers were waiting. As we disembarked the ship, they greeted us like conquering heroes, cheering and clapping though their allies lay dead and their base burned behind them.

Those few who were alive had survived and were grateful for it.

But I started shaking my head and shouting.

“No, no, you have to get out of here!”

Louise came running over with Lara, Imogen, and Jackson at her side.

“What’s going on?”

“Consortium backup will be here any second. You need to get everybody loaded onto ships, and I’ll transmit the coordinates of where we can go.”

Louise did not need to be told a second time. She turned and started barking orders, commanding her people to get to their craft. They did as they were instructed and fell in, carrying those who needed assistance toward the starships.

“Hank!” Louise called just after I turned to head back to the Buzzard, and I looked back at her. “Thank you. For everything.”

I gave her a quick nod in reply. She and Jackson rushed in to one, followed quickly by Duncan, while Imogen and Lara jogged behind me.

We all loaded up into the Buzzard just in time to see Alek shoving the half-conscious Cultist into the little bathroom we had converted into a cell.

“Come on,” I said, ushering everybody up to the cockpit.

Lara and Imogen were banged up but, mercifully, neither had been shot. Though the look on Imogen’s face was one of utter shock. In a few years, she had seen more chaos than most people would witness in a lifetime.

“Everyone okay?” I asked, watching the Tidal Drive warm up. I transmitted the coordinates to Suniuo Station to Louise.

Lara reached across and patted me on the shoulder. “We are all better thanks to you.”

“It’s true,” Imogen peeped.

Alek snorted. “I mostly sat this one out.”

I shook my head. “We couldn’t have done this without every single person on the ship. Now, we have a person on board who can help us prove that the threat of the Enemy AI is real. We can get support rather than be chased and attacked.

“And that’s thanks to each and every one of you. I’ve never been more proud to be a part of anything than to be a part of this crew, and I’m grateful to know every single one of you.”

Everyone smiled as we entered the gyre tube.

“You not only brought us together, but you also made us all better, Hank,” Alek said. “Before you came along, we were all lost little lemon drops, and now we’re part of a team that may just help save the universe. And that’s one hell of a thing.”

“He’s right,” Lara said.

“I guess I’m becoming some kind of leader,” I said with a laugh.

“Don’t get cocky, kid,” Ned said. “You might have brought together the most successful group of misfits I’ve ever seen, but we still have a long way to go.”

“That’s it?” Lara asked Ned accusingly.

He huffed. “And I’m happy to know all of you. Though you still don’t hold a candle to Captain William West.”

We all groaned and then chuckled.

“You are a good person, Hank,” Imogen said, and I knew how much those words meant coming from her.

I smiled and looked into the crashing blue of the tube.

“Now, let’s get this evidence locked away nice and tight,” I said, leaning back in my chair.

We had finally done it: we had established the political connections and had what we needed to prove our case.


EPILOGUE
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Except for the hum of the engines and rattling of loose panels, it was silent on the Buzzard when Imogen Hush stood from her little bunk. She hadn’t slept a wink, though it didn’t take long for everyone else to make their way back to their rooms.

But Imogen couldn’t sleep.

Her mind was consumed.

There was an evil aboard the ship.

She stood, then ignored her shoes and walked with bare socks on the metal floor so that it wouldn’t make a sound as she moved. But she reached down and checked the knife hanging from her belt.

The leather grip felt good in her hands as she pulled it out and looked at the sharp metal. It would certainly do the trick.

After sliding it back into a little sheath, she turned and moved on the balls of her feet to make as little sound as possible. The door creaked when she pushed it open, and as soon as it was ajar enough for her to squeeze through, she stopped and waited to hear if the squeak had awakened anybody.

When she realized that it hadn’t, Imogen continued out the door. Moving toward her target, she thought about what Louise had said about the Peacers.

Even just thinking about her aunt made her want to act, and she continued through the ship as quietly as she could.

John Gregory had taught her stealth. He had taught her brutality as well.

As much as she had tried to suppress that part that he had unlocked, the anger she felt was like nothing she had ever experienced before. Everything she had been through, everything she had seen and done coursed through her veins and into the fingertips that would close around the blade before it ended a life.

It wouldn’t be the first person that she had killed.

But it would be the first person she had killed because she wanted to.

Continuing to creep through the ship, she stopped every time she heard a sound or thought she might’ve breathed too loud. Anything could give her away.

But soon, she was at the door. She reached out and placed her hand on the lock.

She almost jumped out of her skin.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Ned asked in a whisper through a speaker beside the door. She had completely forgotten that he was everywhere all the time, watching and listening.

She looked at the little box in the corner. “I think you know what I’m doing.”

“I think I do.”

“Are you going to stop me?” she asked, her heart racing.

It was the longest she felt she had ever waited for anything. Fear and anger, impatience and loathing raced through her.

“No,” the AI said finally.

She felt the smile grow across her face.

After unclipping the lock, she opened the door, and Shep’s eyes seemed to glow white in the dark of the small space.

“Well, if it isn’t the little Inquisitor.”

“Don’t call me that,” she seethed, then pulled the blade back out and felt the heft in her hand.

He leaned into the light. “But isn’t that what you are?”

“No.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Hearing herself being called that word again filled her with even more rage.

“I’m not an Inquisitor,” she said, her body shaking again.

“Well, it seems like you're here to kill somebody because of their relationship with technology,” he said in a mocking tone. “If that’s not Inquisitorial, I don’t know what is.”

“If you think I’m here because of that, then you’ve learned nothing in your two hundred years,” she snarled, feeling the rage boiling within her. “I’m here because you’re evil. Everything you do is evil.”

At that, he just laughed. “You’re a naïve little girl who doesn’t understand anything about the universe.”

“I know what’s right and what’s wrong, and I know that you hurt people. Innocent people.”

“I didn’t hurt anyone, I unlocked their potential,” he said as though he was explaining the simplest of things to a child. “The things we did were necessary. Humanity was dragging its feet when it needed to fly. We made hard choices because they needed to be made and because people were too complacent to make them for themselves.

“We are the future, and the Consortium is the past. You must see that.”

His words made her sick. His face made her sick. Everything about his existence was a blight on the universe.

“What I know is that every breath you take poisons the rest of us,” she said. “You abducted people, altered their bodies, and broke their minds. You robbed them of the one thing that makes all the species of the Consortium people.”

He exhaled slowly as though it wasn’t even worth explaining himself to her. As though she wasn’t worth the breath.

Her fingers closed even more tightly around the blade, and the image of her aunt struggling as the nanobots began to destroy her from within flooded Imogen’s mind. The idea of it swirled and mixed with the moment she had seen of the drunk who the Inquisitor had killed.

In her mind’s eye, she could see Louise’s body break out in a million pinpricks, blood streaking down as she screamed. The sound pierced Imogen’s ear in the silence of the ship, and she took a deep breath.

When Shep saw her hand go back, his face registered complete surprise. Obviously, he had thought she was here to threaten him, make herself feel better by exerting some power over him.

He never expected her to do what she did; he didn't even have time to scream before the blade sank into his chest. He gasped and gurgled, and his own bots fought to try to keep his body alive.

But when Imogen pulled the crimson-soaked edge from his chest, the blood seeped from him and out onto the floor so quickly that there was nothing the technology could do.

She swore that she could hear the man whisper something, but she couldn’t discern what. He slumped against the wall from where he sat on the old toilet, and Imogen took a step back.

She had done it. She had rid the universe of another pure evil.

She knew the others would be pissed, that they might never forgive her for what she had done, but she didn’t care.

She had done something good in a universe corrupted by so much evil.

She turned to head back to her room and saw Lara standing in the cargo hold with her rifle up.

“I fucking warned them.”
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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 Deadly Ghosts, available on Amazon.
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