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          Summary

        

      

    

    
      Girl From Above: The #1000 Revolution. Book 1.


      


      “I am #1001, and I am not ready to die.” I’d only just begun to live.


      


      When Captain Caleb Shepperd is released from prison, all he wants to do is keep his head down and earn a living smuggling illegal cargo through the nine systems. So when a synth stows away on his ship and brings with her a crap-ton of problems, including guilt-ridden secrets he thought he’d escaped, he’d prefer to toss her out the airlock. The problem is, she’s priceless tech, and he’s fresh out of credit.


      


      #1001 is not meant to exist. Created for a single purpose, she has one simple order: to kill. But not everything is as it seems. Buried deep inside, she remembers … remembers when she was human. And she remembers what Shepperd did to her. She’s not ready to die, but she is ready to kill.


      


      From the bestselling author of the Veil Series comes an action-packed story of love, redemption, and revenge.


      


      Pippa DaCosta captures the grit and realism of her urban fantasy stories and injects some down-and-dirty passion into the sci-fi genre.


      


      WARNING: 18+ only. Contains graphic content, including sex, drug use, violence, and a plethora of curse words. Not for the easily offended.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter One: #1001

        


        After

      

    

    
      “You killed him?”


      “Yes.”


      “Why?”


      Because it felt good. Because he deserved it. Because I wanted to. None of those answers would satisfy Doctor Leanne Grossman. “Because I follow orders.” My voice sounded tedious, exactly like the voices of my 1000 brothers and sisters.


      “Who’s orders?” she asked. Her heartbeat gave her away. The heart betrays. Yours, I answered inside. Yours, yours, yours, yours. The words pushed forward, up my throat, and over my tongue, but even as I parted my lips to speak, protocols shut the truth away.


      Grossman smiled in that sharp, closed way of hers. She had smiled like that when she’d ordered me to kill a man. She’d smiled like that when she’d bypassed my failsafe. I didn’t know whether I should thank her for freeing me or hate her for it. Hate. Yes. That was the right word, the right label for the burn devouring my thoughts.


      My fingers flexed on the arms of the chair, just a twitch, but I didn’t recall sending the pulse ordering them to do so. Grossman’s pale blue gaze flicked to my hand. She’d noticed the movement too. Her heart fluttered. Diagnostics told me her body temperature had spiked. Beads of sweat glistened above her top lip. When her gaze met mine, her sharp smile dulled.


      She reached forward, red-painted nails flashing, picked up a pen, and scribbled on her report sheet. I knew by the strokes of the pen’s tip, by the drag and flick of her handwriting, exactly what she’d written.


      


      #1001 DECOM IMME—


      


      I sprang from my chair, snatched the pen from her hand, and punched it into her eye socket with enough force to topple her backward. We fell to the floor together. I landed crouched over her upper body, poised to finish her. Her head had cracked against the floor and she’d bitten through her tongue, but she wouldn’t have felt any of the pain. Doctor Leanne Grossman had been beyond feeling much of anything long before I’d killed her.


      Her ragged heartbeat stuttered and failed.


      This is your fault, your fault, your fault. Fault. Fault.


      Blood bloomed beneath her head and crept toward my hand where I braced myself against the floor. I eased off her twitching body, rolled my shoulders back, straightened my jacket, and walked out of the room. Fault. Fault. Fault. She’d done this. She’d freed me. I am #1001, and I am not ready to die. I’d only just begun to live.


      I made it eighty-three steps before the alarms sounded.


      The chase begins.


      If I could get outside, I’d lose them in the busy streets. I broke into a jog. The green exit sign glowed ahead, so close. Ten strides, nine, eight—


      Agony ripped through my limbs and tore my control from me.


      No!


      I crumpled in a heap, robbed of all sensation. Perhaps that was a good thing, not to feel. From my perspective, from where I lay, the EXIT glowed green in my upturned palm. It had seemed so close, but now, as the hammering of boots echoed down the hallway, that unassuming sign mocked me.


      A synth? Escape? it said.


      Synths don’t escape. They don’t think outside their orders. Grossman must have thought the same, right before I’d killed her with her own pen.


      Hands grabbed me and hauled me to my knees. I willed the fight back into my limbs but nothing happened. If they took me back, they’d decommission me. But what I wanted didn’t matter. What I thought made no difference. This wasn’t right. I’d followed orders. I’d done as she’d asked. I’d killed for her—for me.


      “Hold her!”


      I’m #1001, and I …

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Two: Caleb

        


        Before…

      

    

    
      “If Fran doesn’t get her fuckin’ ass in her flight chair in the next five minutes, I’m gonna fire her. Again,” I muttered and jabbed at the reset comms button for the fifth time.


      Yes, we were requesting airspace. Just tell that to my second. Damn that bitch. I could see her through the observation window and she knew it, hence her giving me a fine view of her back and her ass—a mighty fine ass. Another reason to fire her. She’d spent too much time with me, and not a moment of it in my bunk. A fact she liked to rub in my face every time I drank enough swill to try my luck with her.


      I kicked back in the flight chair, boots on the dash, and scratched at my chin. If I didn’t get out of this port in the next fifteen minutes, I’d have to pay dues to the authority. And here Fran was, chatting up the locals. She did this every fuckin’ time, like my schedule ran on her whims. If she didn’t have the kind of crazy piloting skills that made me look like an amateur, I’d have left her back on Ganymede, where I’d found her two years ago. Shit. We were practically married. The lack of sex proved it.


      I checked the time. Our takeoff window was approaching fast. Fuck her. I sat forward and started the preflight checks, falling into a familiar rhythm. The stabilizer warning light blinked on. I flicked it and it stuttered out. Good. “C’mon, baby.” Now was not the time for Starscream to start bitching at me too.


      I booted up the engines and the ship shivered and grumbled to life. A familiar thrill spilled through my veins. The sooner I got out of orbit, the sooner I could quit pretending to be sociable and get on with earning a living.


      I stood and leaned over the dash, catching Fran’s single finger salute. Hot downdraft air whipped her black hair around her severe face. Man, she looked pissed, and damn if she didn’t look hot as sin while pissed.


      “Aww, did I scare off your next trick?”


      She disappeared below the hull, out of sight. I chuckled and finished up the pre-flight checks, restless energy keeping me on my feet. Reaching up to switch from port control to manual, my gaze snagged on a group of port authority police weaving their way between the hangar technicians.


      Not what?


      If they were running scans, they’d find that I had enough illegal cargo in the hold for me to spend the rest of my forced retirement in Asgard.


      I snatched the comm and tucked it into my ear. “This is Captain Caleb Shepperd of the Starscream Independent tug. Number six-zero-six requesting final clearance. Over.”


      Static fizzed in my ear.


      “You son of a bitch.” Fran dropped into the master flight chair beside me, green eyes flashing. “I was getting us a—”


      I held up a finger and eyed the authority cops. They were searching around and inside cargo pallets, lifting tarps and nudging the contents with their guns’ muzzles, and weaving closer with every passing second. Whatever they were looking for, I needed clearance—now.


      “This is Calisto Port Authority. Hey, Cale. Francisca still busting your balls?” I recognized Benji’s voice as it came through on the secure comm, and thanked my lucky stars that I still had some friends left.


      “Ben—”


      “Fuck,” Fran hissed, having spotted the guards.


      “Ben, man, I got somewhere I really need to be. Can you give us immediate clearance?”


      “Oh, I dunno. Last time you bailed, I heard you left behind some pissed off folks baying for your blood.”


      “That was all sorted out. Not my fault.”


      Fran widened her eyes at me and thumbed at the guards, who now eyed my ship like their paychecks were sitting in the hold. They huddled in a group, checking their touchpads. One chinned a transmitter, likely relaying the ship’s ID to admin so they could pull Starscream’s data file. Dammit. One wrong data entry, one unchecked box, and they’d have cause to search us. My little tugship was as dull and uninteresting on file as she was to look at, unless they looked a little deeper.


      I swallowed hard.


      “You got any of that sweet from Io left?” Ben asked in a mock-whisper.


      I laughed easily, revealing none of the tension strumming through me. “I told you that stuff was potent.”


      “It ain’t for me.”


      “Of course it ain’t. You want some?” Just fuckin’ say yes already and let me out of this shithole.


      Fran eased the engines up. Starscream growled. The authority backed up but weren’t leaving. Shit. Someone had tipped them off.


      “I give you clearance and you bring me back some of that crack?” Ben clarified.


      “Sure.”


      “Clearance approved. Enjoy your flight, Cap’n.”


      I clicked my fingers at Fran. She punched the thrusters and immediately, alarms shrilled outside the ship, though I couldn’t hear much beyond the engines. Waves of red warning light washed through the hangar, forcing the authority to retreat behind the blast screens. Good enough for me.


      “That was too close.”


      Fran buckled up and grabbed the flight stick. “Sit your ass down, hotshot. We’re outta here.”


      I dropped back into the seat and strapped myself in, flicking the stat’s screen down over the observation window. Starscream groaned. “I know, baby. I feel that way too. We’ll be back-in-black in no time.”


      “Hey, Cale?” Fran began. I knew that tone. Like I’d said, we might as well have been married. Jesus. I’d rather take a trip to Asgard. “We have a passenger,” she finished, careful to keep her attention on the flight controls.


      Fuck.


      “You’re a bitch, you know that?” I engaged the array of gyros and micro-balancers as Starscream lifted off the hangar deck. “You know I fuckin’ hate live cargo.”


      “He’s paying.”


      “You’ll be payin’ with your job. Did you check his creds?” By her brief hesitation, I guessed not.


      “He doesn’t have any credentials,” she admitted. “Why do you think he wanted to board with us? If he had creds, he’d go commercial.” She gave a disgusted snort.


      I opened my mouth to ask what the hell she was playing at, but only managed a weary sigh. No creds meant he was hiding something. Weren’t we all? Whatever his secret was, it was too late now. As Starscream lifted into high atmosphere, there was no way in hell I was docking her right back into the lap of the port authority. Sunlight flashed across the nose of the ship. I got a panoramic view of Calisto’s cluttered airspace right before the shields rolled down, blocking it all out. The ship gave a relieved quiver as the umbilical snapped free.


      Fran leaned forward. “Back-in-black, here we come.”


      She hit the orbit engines control button with a triumphant smack. Nothing happened. Worse than nothing, we drifted, chugging idly away from Calisto on atmosphere engines like a wounded animal.


      “What did you break now?” she snapped.


      “Remind me again why I keep you around? Did you change the rotary coil?”


      “I did the fuckin’ repairs.” She eased back on the stick and limped Starscream out of the congested port airspace.


      At this rate, port authority would be all over us like gravity on old Earth, demanding we de-clutter their airspace—dock or fuck off.


      “It isn’t the coil.” Fran shook her head. Her fingers worked fast over the various displays, sweeping, highlighting and dismissing potential solutions. “The new coil is up and running. It’s something simple.” She paused and pinched her bottom lip between her teeth. “Keep her airborne. I’ll go check.”


      “No.” I tossed my comms piece onto the flight dash and unclipped my belt. “I’ll go.” Having a dedicated ship’s mechanic would have been useful right about now.


      I shoved myself out of the flight chair and came face to face with Fran’s guy from the hangar. He looked about as beat-up and weary as I felt.


      “We haven’t left orbit yet,” I told him, looking up to meet his glare. The bastard was easily a foot taller than me. “You need to stay strapped in.”


      “I just wanted to see the bridge.”


      I huffed through my nose. “Sit the fuck down and stay outta the way until we’re black-bound, got me?”


      His eyes flashed and his pale lips twitched. I sized him up: heavier than me, with dry, red-rimmed eyes and a face peppered with what looked like shrapnel scars. He’d clearly been around the nine systems a few times. His ragged, mismatched clothes screamed drifter. Fran sure knew how to pick ‘em.


      I glanced back at my second-in-command. She shrugged and turned away, but not before I caught the smirk on her face.


      Fran’s date grumbled something that sounded distinctly derogatory. He probably thought he could punch me out in a brawl. If he tried anything—like the twitch in his cheek suggested he might—he’d learn how I got busted knuckles and a busted rep.


      “My ship. My rules. You don’t like it, you know where the airlock is.” I shoved past our paying guest and jogged down the catwalk.


      Fran’s voice chased after me, saying something about anger management, and I added her smartass mouth to the growing list of reasons to fire her.


      I snatched my thermal jacket from the rack and, after opening the hold’s doors, descended into the bowels of my ship. The day would get better; it had to. It couldn’t get any worse.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Three: #1001

        

      

    

    
      The pitch of the ship’s engines had changed as though it were idling. We’d stopped. That could not be good. I’d slipped on board easily enough. The aging tugship’s obsolete security protocols virtually invited me in, and the authority guards had paid no mind to the hooded girl. People came and went from the hangar so regularly that it might as well have been a free port—which Calisto Port was not. The port authority here answered to Chitec Corporation. So did I.


      Something metallic clattered outside the hold, loud and sharp. I winced and hunkered down behind a stack of crates. My temp sensors bleated a warning. This cargo hold wasn’t heated—probably the only tugship in Calisto without a heated hold. I could last a few hours, but unless I found a way to keep warm, I’d be risking total systems failure.


      Lights flicked on one by one down the cavernous length of the hold. The stark glow flooded over me. I couldn’t push back any farther into the hold’s wall. The doors hissed open and a dusky-haired man entered. He zipped up his jacket tight against his chin and blew into his cupped hands. Captain Caleb Shepperd. I’d seen his name on the umbilical docking station and had checked my existing internal databanks: Discharged from Fleet Command after three years of active duty for misconduct. A string of minor offenses, ranging from bar brawls to suspected trafficking. Wanted in three of the nine star systems for piracy and smuggling. Referred to as a “fixer” in intersystem chatter. Exactly the type of man who could be bought.


      He sauntered down the hold, checking the rigging holding down whatever cargo this ship carried. I had to move; when he turned to make his way back to the doors, I’d be in plain sight.


      He disappeared behind a mound of colored crates stamped with the yin-yang Chitec logo. I pushed out of my hiding space and moved around the pallets and crates, weaving my way toward the front of the hold.


      “Stop right there.”


      I froze and lifted my hands.


      “You’re good.” A slight lilt toward laughter lifted what would have otherwise been a dry voice. His combat experience accounted for the steady beat of his heart. I scanned through his bio again and decided on my angle of attack. Shivering and sniffling as though frightened was easy enough to feign.


      “Please, don’t hurt me.”


      “Quiet too. I almost missed you. But I know this hold better than I know the back of my hand, and believe me, honey, my hand and I get personal on a regular basis.”


      “I just—” I sniffed. “Please, I just had to get away from my family.”


      “Drop your hood.”


      I scooped my hood back and gathered it against the back of my neck.


      “Easy.” He moved closer, boots scuffing against the grated floor. “I’m not gonna hurt you, but given how this day is determined to fuck me, I will be taking some precautions.”


      He took his final step. I spun and curled my fingers into a fist <Fault>. My aim skewed sideways. He should never have been able to duck that blow, but he did. His eyes widened and then narrowed when he saw my face. I swung again, this time with my left, but even that went wide. I was better than this.


      He caught my fist, bent my arm back, and shoved me down to my knees. Eye level with his crotch, I punched him between his legs. He barked out a cry, but instead of backing off, he smacked his forehead into mine. My vision blurred, internal warnings sparking like fireworks, and I was sent sprawling. I twisted, hooked my fingers into the grated floor, and scrambled forward.


      He snagged my hood and yanked me back. “You’re a goddamn synth.”


      He punched my lower back. A band of pain lashed around my middle. I cried out and fell forward. His knee dug into my spine, and he tugged my short braid away from my neck, yanking my head back. Frigid air whispered across the yin-yang brand on my skin.


      “Chitec,” he snarled. “A Chitec synth. Now I gotta turn us around and take you in.” He shoved off and staggered back.


      “No, you don’t.” Errors blinked in my vision. I shut them out and pushed up into a crouch.


      He laughed, but the sound lacked any hint of humor. “Oh yes, I do. You’re too hot, even for me. I can’t be dealin’ with this shit. A Chitec synth—fuck.” He threw his hands up and laced his fingers into his dark hair.


      “I’ll pay.”


      He arched an eyebrow. “With what?”


      “I have money.”


      “You don’t even have a name.”


      “I’m Number One Thousand And One.”


      He groaned and rattled off a few curses, then leaned forward, bracing his hands on his thighs. “I’ve been hit in the balls by a few women, some men too, but never by a freakin’ synthetic.” When he lifted his gaze, I expected to see anger on his face and not the heavy weariness he was showing me. “I can’t even begin to figure this out.”


      “Just get me out of Calisto airspace. I won’t be any trouble.” I got to my feet and pulled my hood back up, hiding my face in shadow.


      “I don’t even know what to say. Just— Look, I need to do some repairs before we go anywhere. Will you just sit tight and not try to kill me? I can only handle one problem at a time.”


      “I don’t want to kill you, Captain Shepperd.”


      His smile died. He looked at me hard and then shook his head. “I hate this fuckin’ port.” He tapped a button on his wrist. “Fran, I’ll be back up in fifteen. Grab me an ice pack.”


      A woman replied through the comm, “Did you break something, Captain?” Her sardonic drawl didn’t sound concerned.


      He cut the link and sighed. “Come with me, and keep your hands where I can see them.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Four: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I had a hard time focusing on the motherboard array while my balls throbbed, my gut heaved, and a cold slab of artificially reincarnated woman stood behind me. The second I’d gotten a good look at her face, I’d known what she was; synths all looked the same, with skin too smooth and eyes too bright to be real. As for what she was doing in my cargo hold, that was a mystery. If Chitec caught me with her, I’d be waving goodbye to my ship, my work, and maybe even my life. Add to that the crates of illegal Chitec weaponry I happened to be hoarding, and I’d definitely be put into the ground for good.


      “Check the reserve fuse.”


      And apparently she’s a mechanic too.


      “It’s not the reserve fuse.” I gripped a penlight between my teeth and wedged my hand inside the mangled wires.


      Built in 2350, Starscream’s rewire service was long overdue. The bounty on the synth’s head—there had to be one since synth’s were all bought and paid for by someone—would pay for a rewire, a two-week vacation to Lyra, and fuck, maybe even a complete overhaul. The trick would be collecting the bounty without Chitec hanging me out to dry. Fran could make the trade, if I trusted her not to fuck me over—which I didn’t, since I’d fuck her over in a heartbeat.


      The penlight slipped free and clattered on the floor. The synth scooped it up, looming to my right in that ridiculous, hooded cloak. She aimed the light’s beam over my shoulder at the motherboard, though she was just as likely to crack me over the head with it. Her hood concealed most of her face in shadow. I could make out a fine, almost perfect nose, and lips tinged a little blue. Synths were all copies, right down to the pert lips and mildly intrigued expression: five hundred male, five hundred female, and apparently one extra. People actually paid good credit to sign up for that life-ever-after shit. Somewhere inside her synth body, a human being long past their expiration date was supposed to dwell. Very little gets under my skin, but she—One Thousand And One—made my skin crawl.


      “Your heart rate is increasing.”


      No shit.


      “That’s what happens when you get hit in the balls.” I braced an arm against the panel and frowned at the array. “You wanna use those fancy diagnostics of yours to tell me that I also feel like I’m gonna throw up?”


      “I can’t tell you what you’re feeling, only the outward symptoms.”


      “Because it’d be weird if you could,” I mumbled and wormed my hand through the bird’s nest of wires to pluck the reserve fuse free. Sure enough, it had blown. I replaced it with another and drilled the panel closed.


      “I can see you’re going to be as much fun as my second-in-command.” I tapped my wrist-comm. “Fran, we’re good to go. Take Starscream out far enough to give the authority the slip, and then idle her in shadow. Don’t leave the system yet.” A deep, resonating engine growl rumbled through the ship. “Meet me in my cabin. I got something you’ll wanna see.”


      “Cale, there isn’t anything of yours I want to see.”


      Ha. Ha.


      The synth’s slightly blue lips twitched as though she could actually recognize sarcasm. A synth with a sense of humor—that would be new.


      “Leave your guest in the rec bay,” I told Fran and cut the link. She might be a bitch, but she followed orders. Mostly. When it suited her.


      I nodded toward the exit. “After you, and no sudden movements. You hit a guy in the balls and all bets are off. Fuck with me, and I’ll carve out that synth power core of yours and use it for spare parts.”


      She headed for the exit, her boots almost silent on the grated floor. “I doubt I am compatible with your ship.”


      I grinned at her back. She was right about not being compatible. The sooner I ditched her, the sooner I could get away from Calisto and to a jump gate. In a day, I’d be half way across the nine systems, with my credit account looking all the better for it.


      

      


      Fran entered my cramped cabin, handed me a cool pack, and leaned against the wall beside the door. She looked at the synth seated on my bunk, cocked her head, slid her gaze over to me, and said calmly, “A synthetic?”


      I sat sprawled in my chair and applied the pack to my jewels with a sigh. Fran’s gaze skipped between the synth and where I’d placed the pack. She worked her lips around a smile.


      “Say one fuckin’ word and I’m leaving you at the next port.”


      She pushed off the wall and stopped close in front of the synth. She admired her for a few seconds and then crouched down to get a closer look.


      From my slumped position, I could see right into the synth’s eyes. People reckon that the eyes are the windows to the soul. #1001’s eyes sparkled. I had no idea if all synths looked as real up close as this one. The authority tended to keep expensive tech away from smugglers and outlaws. Flawless skin unmarked by age or UV exposure, she could have been popped from the mould yesterday, or five years ago when they first started producing synthetic “people,” or more correctly, started recycling them. She’d been made to look as though she was in her early twenties, but up close, the airbrushed quality of her skin made her look younger still.


      “They’re almost perfect up close,” Fran said softly, reaching a hand out. The synth dropped her gaze and blinked rapidly as Fran pressed a finger into her cheek. “Cold.”


      “I’m cold”—Fran jumped back and I snorted—“because I was in the hold.”


      Fran backed up and crossed her arms. “Why our ship?”


      The synth blinked, but otherwise her perfect face barely cracked a smile. “I saw the captain’s name and, given his past, considered the Starscream to be my best route out of the system.”


      She had a cultured voice, like one of those girls whose daddy owned a fleet of tugs; those girls loved to spend a few wild nights in port towns, no strings attached. “You don’t know my past.”


      She narrowed her eyes. Her dark pupils dilated, just a little. “You were born in twenty-three-forty-nine. Youngest to graduate from Vancouver Fleet Academy. You excelled—”


      “I wouldn’t go there, sweetheart,” Fran said. “He’s screwed up enough without you needing to bring his past into the cabin with us.”


      #1001 focused her sparkling gaze through me. Her pupils widened again, drawing knowledge from the datacloud like a black hole sucking in light. She was internally rifling through her data files and would soon know all about me in that head of hers—everything on public record anyhow. Her sharp gaze cut deep, seeing into parts I didn’t let any bitch see, and stripped me bare. I fought the urge to fidget in my seat and glared right back at her. She wouldn’t know me. Nobody did. Most of the time I didn’t know who the fuck I was. Her pupils contracted and she was back in the room.


      “You know more about me now than my own mother did. Should I feel dirty?” I tacked on a smile, hoping to hide my discomfort.


      She was still looking right at me; I wasn’t even sure whether she’d blinked. She’d probably read the skip in my heart rate though. I could hide a lot, but not everything, and not from a lie detector on legs.


      “What happened in twenty-three-sixty-eight?” she asked.


      Fuck. How did she—? It didn’t matter. I ignored Fran’s enquiring glance, removed the cool pack, and leaned forward in my chair. “If you know me so well, then you know you’ve picked the wrong ship if what you’re looking for is charity.”


      “That’s something of a moot point,” she deadpanned.


      Was that sarcasm? From a synth? I frowned and pushed awkwardly from the chair. “Stay here. Don’t touch anything. Fran, with me.” Fran followed me out. I pulled the cabin door closed and locked it. “We need to talk.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Five: #1001

        

      

    

    
      Captain Caleb Shepperd is hiding something.


      The lock clicked, sealing me inside his cabin. As the muffled voices and footfalls faded away, I stood and absorbed the room. A single photo, pinned to a message board, caught my eye—the captain and a man I assumed was his older brother, both in fleet uniforms. The smile on Shepperd’s enthusiastic face bore little resemblance to the wry smiles he wore today. The younger Shepperd in the photograph was a typically polished and refined example of a fleet recruit and seemed to have little in common with the disheveled man he’d become. I flicked my attention elsewhere, over the prerequisite calendar depicting a busty female. Red crosses marked several upcoming dates, but no notes identified the events. I moved on, trailing my fingers over a few dog-eared paperbacks. He liked romance? That didn’t fit my impression of Captain Shepperd. I picked up one of the books and flicked through the tattered pages. They were antiques and probably should have been in a museum, not sitting on the shelf of a smuggler next to a box of tissue and an empty glass. I picked up the glass and sniffed—whiskey, with a metallic undertone, cheap and stale. The toe of my boot snagged on a stack of pornographic magazines. Predictable.


      I pushed back my hood and stood in the center of the cabin. If I reached out my hands, I could touch the walls. This cabin was his life, his home, but something wasn’t right. I listened: Engines hummed. Fans cycled the air. But something felt off, like the captain himself.


      I crouched and scanned the cabin again. His bunk stretched almost from wall to wall. A tiny shower cubicle butted up against the end of the bunk. A desk and drawers made up the opposite wall. I shoved the chair aside, and leaning in under the desk, I immediately saw the switch. He’d been blocking my view of it. By chance or deliberately? I pressed the switch. Motors whirred and above his desk two panels opened, revealing a display of pistols and automatic rifles; military and civilian; some old, most new; and some not even available on the open market.


      This is … unexpected.


      I flicked my gaze from the guns, to the calendar, to the books, then closed the panels and returned the chair to its original place.


      Isn’t Shepperd interesting?


      Something had happened to him in 2368, five years ago. He’d have been nineteen at the time. The year had been struck from his personal dataprint. It wasn’t unusual to find dud years in people’s records—people went off the grid while ill or imprisoned—but Captain Shepperd’s year had been scrubbed clean. Every movement, every port-of-call, every transaction left a print. Dataprints made up every year of a life. In 2368, his dataprint was a data hole, which was impossible, especially for a man like him who left an impression wherever he went.


      I returned to his bunk, pulled my cloak around me, and waited. In the hold, when I’d struck him, a fault warning had derailed my intention. I made a mental note to flag the fault during my next rest period and waited for Shepperd to return.


      “I am #1001, and I follow orders.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Six: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Keeping secrets on a small trading tug like Starscream had its challenges. 99% of the ship’s bulk was made up of space designed to carry cargo, leaving little room for living quarters and privacy. This wasn’t usually a problem, but now I had a synth locked in my cabin and a paying guest in the rec bay. The only space allowing for a private chat was the narrow galley kitchen, and even then, the door didn’t shut properly, not since we nudged a freighter near Europa.


      “You gonna sell her out?” Fran asked.


      I shrugged out of my thermal jacket and tossed it on the countertop. Sell her out? I had to. What else was I supposed to do with a fucking synth?


      “She’s Chitec property.” I pulled off the upper half of my flight suit, letting it hang from my waist, and rolled up my sleeves. We should have been half way across the system by now. The longer we lingered, the higher our chances were of getting tagged by nosey fleet patrols. Ruffling my hair, I leaned against the countertop with a sigh.


      Fran nudged the galley door closed, or tried to. It stuck but would probably pop open in a few minutes. She pulled a band from her flight suit pocket and reached back to tie her hair into a tight ponytail. Her black tank top left little to the imagination, which was fortuitous, given that I didn’t have one.


      “Why’s she here?” she asked, yanking the band tight enough to make me wince. Her Celtic dragon tattoo, wrapped around her upper arm, flexed with the tension in her bicep. Fran knew exactly how to use her looks to her advantage, and it worked on me every damn time as though I were one of those rats trapped in a maze, touching the electrodes over and over until it died, never learning a fuckin’ thing.


      “Fuck knows,” I grumbled.


      “Don’t you think we should find out before we do anything?”


      “Why? We already have enough shit to deal with. No, I don’t care why she’s here or why she thinks she has to get out of the system, or that she’s thinking on her own two feet. You know why I don’t care? Because I have a fuckload of Chitec guns in the hold and a bounty on my head.”


      Fran planted a hand on her hip. “If she’s missing, news like that would travel fast. I haven’t heard a thing.”


      “Their PR people are keeping it quiet. They’ll be looking though. I’d much prefer we make a trade on our terms over getting caught with her and getting accused of smuggling priceless Chitec property.”


      “Like we already do? So what, you’re picky all of a sudden? How is she different from the guns, supplies, and drugs we run?”


      “That cargo doesn’t punch me in the balls, for one. And it sure doesn’t tell tales. You think she’s going to get where she’s going and not mention how we ferried her halfway across the system? I don’t need the heat.”


      “She’s different,” Fran said softly. She frowned and jumped her gaze about the galley, searching for any rhyme or reason where there likely wasn’t any. At least none that I wanted to get dragged into.


      “She’s different all right.”


      “I mean—” Her green eyes narrowed with impatience. “You just have to look at her to know she’s not like the other synths.”


      I ran my tongue over my teeth. How the hell would Fran know anything about synthetics? “You’re a synth expert now, as well as my smartass second?”


      “Oh, c’mon Cale …” She stepped closer, lips pressed together. Her pulse fluttered in her neck. “We have a real-life synth on our ship. Aren’t you just the least bit curious?”


      I almost corrected her slip—Starscream was my ship—but she was gearing up for a fight and already had enough ammunition. “Curiosity doesn’t pay for repairs or fuel or food. But it will put you in prison, or worse.”


      “You’d know all about that.”


      I bowed my head and pinched my lips together before answering. Some things we never mentioned, and that was one of them.


      “Get off your fuckin’ high horse. You’re on this ship because I’m the only bastard who’ll put up with your bullshit. I want you to put some feelers out to see if Chitec is looking for her, or if anyone might bite if we dangle the bait. Let’s offload her and get out of this system.”


      Fran glowered as though this actually meant something to her. Her lithe fingers had curled into fists at her side. “I can’t do that inflight.”


      The way she spoke, through clenched teeth—damn if it didn’t divert half of my attention to a stirring in my recently bruised balls.


      “I know. That’s why we’re taking a detour. And we’re gonna drop off your passenger while we’re at it. I don’t need another body snooping around my ship.”


      “Fuck you, Cale. I told him we’d take him as far as Mimir. He paid up front, and we need that money.”


      I pinched the bridge of my nose and squeezed my eyes closed. I needed a drink, preferably something potent enough to strip paint.


      “You need that money”—when I opened my eyes, the look she gave me bordered on homicidal—“so you can keep jacking yourself up.”


      She swung at me. Fran was many things—socially astute and client bait, and she brought a certain level of class to Starscream that had won me several lucrative runs—but she’d never be a brawler. She’d broadcasted that swing through her hips, waist, shoulder, and with the snarl on her lips. I caught her wrist, yanked her around, twisted her arm behind her back, and pinned her against the countertop.


      “Don’t think I don’t know you’re dealing on the side,” I said.


      “Get the fuck off me.” She bucked and a quiver of wholly wrong desire tested my control.


      Fuck. She knew just how to push my buttons.


      I licked my lips and growled against her ear, “You might think you can slip a few packets by me here and there—” She shoved back. I wedged a knee between her legs and pinned her still. “But nothing gets off this ship without me knowing. If you jeopardize Starscream, I’ll hang you out to dry, Francisca.”


      She trembled, not from fear but rage, and likely from the remnants of phencyl—her substance of choice—running through her veins.


      “We’re selling the synth, and you’ll do it with a smile on your pretty face.”


      I pushed off and released her wrist. She whirled on me, cupped my cock—now fuckin’ hard because I’m a twisted son of a bitch—and pushed me up against the wall. Her hand—right where I needed it to be—dumped rational thought out of my head and filled it with thoughts of bending her over the countertop and doing her hard and fast. My limited imagination didn’t need any help with that one; my dick had gone from mildly interested to a raging hard-on.


      She braced her forearm against the wall and leaned all six feet of deliciously curved, viciously hard, pissed-off female temptation against me. Teeth gritted, I panted through my nose. I couldn’t speak; if I did, whatever came out wouldn’t be pleasant.


      “You dare hang me out to dry, and I’ll drag you down with me”—her hand closed and squeezed—“Captain.”


      My lips twitched. “Keep your hand right there while I fantasize, and we won’t need to fuck. I’m halfway there already.”


      She parted her mouth and flicked her tongue out over her lower lip. When she pushed in close, my very obvious need throbbed in her hand. She brushed her mouth over mine, so close I could taste her, and raked her nails down my cock with just enough force to keep it on the sweet side of pain.


      Oh, sweet-fuck.


      I clamped my lips closed. If I chased her mouth, I would next have my hand in her hair and my tongue down her throat, and there wouldn’t be any coming back from that.


      Her breath fluttered coolly against my cheek. “I’m too good for you,” she whispered.


      A quiver of lust licked through me. “Fuck me or fuck off.”


      Five seconds. I’d give her five seconds to back off. If she kept teasing me after that, I would snap.


      Four. She dragged her nails down my chest and bowed her head. Loose strands of her hair tickled my cheek, jaw, and shoulder. She smelled like cheap lavender soap, and even that had my cock twitching in her hand.


      Three. Her palm massaged me, sending tight, pleasurable pulses through my groin. I swallowed down a groan, whatever good that’d do me. She knew she had me right where she wanted me: backed against the wall with my cock in her hand. Yeah, that sounded about right. Man, if we could just fuck and be done with all this masochistic shit …


      Two.


      She removed her hand and stepped back. Her glassy green eyes appraised me. She could try to deny that she wanted me, but the truth was written in her dilated pupils and on her plump lips.


      I swallowed and breathed in, all the way down. “Get back to the bridge and do your job.”


      “Certainly, Captain.”


      She slammed the door behind her, and it bounced open again.


      “Fuck!” I picked up a can of high-protein reconstituted vegetables off the countertop and threw it at the door. A drink. I needed a drink. Searching the cupboards, I somehow ignored my pounding erection and the urge to jack off; the bitch probably expected me to and she wasn’t winning that fight. Where the hell was the alcohol? How had my impromptu meeting with my second turned into a mindfuck of epic proportions? I’d brought up her habit; I should have known better.


      I found the emergency whiskey, planted the bottle on the countertop, braced my hands on either side, and glared. If I drank, she’d smell it on me, and she’d win that way too. Plus, there was the little problem of a priceless synth sitting in my cabin, waiting for me to … what? Say that we’d take her away from whatever problems a goddamn synthetic human being had? Drinking sure wouldn’t solve my problem of what the hell to do with her.


      “What day is it?” It has to be Monday somewhere. “Mondays blow.”


      I bowed my head and breathed in through my nose. I’d let Fran carve off some of our side profits for over a year. She’d thought she’d slipped it by me, but people talk, especially when threatened in a bar by a pissed-off smuggler-captain. She was walking a thin line. Clever? Yes, extremely—too clever, too mouthy, and too conspicuous. I’d let it go on too long.


      “Cale,” Fran’s syrupy smooth voice, laced with a hint of bitch, rolled from my wrist-comm.


      “Give a guy a break.” I tapped the comm. “Yes?” I hissed, then winced. In that one word, I’d sounded sexually repressed and aggressive, which I was, but I didn’t need to broadcast it. I imagined that smug, satisfied smile on her face.


      “We have fleet incoming.”


      I flew from the galley toward the bridge, the encounter with Fran instantly forgotten. Fleet. Please let this be routine. Considering how wonderfully uneventful my day had been so far, I could only assume the worst.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Seven: #1001

        

      

    

    
      When the cabin door lock rattled, I expected Captain Shepperd to enter, not a heavy-set man dressed in technician overalls. Another member of the crew, I assumed, until facial recognition flagged a warning. The man filling Captain Shepperd’s cabin doorway was wanted for murder, among other offenses spanning six cycles and the nine systems. He leered and rolled his fat lips back from surprisingly clean teeth. Not a crewmember—a bounty hunter. He shouldn’t have been on the Starscream, unless …


      “Thought no one noticed, didn’t you?” He clicked the door closed behind him. “I saw you down on the eastside trying very hard not to be seen. Thing is”—he dragged a hand down his scar-peppered jaw—“tech like you gets noticed. No hood is gonna fool me, and I wasn’t the only one lookin’. You’ve got a whole load of attention coming your way. I was the only one smart enough to get here first.”


      Elevated heart rate. Rapid breathing. Blocking stance. Gaze darting. He would attack and soon.


      Engine noise reverberated through the floor. We were moving again, which probably meant the captain was on the bridge. The hunter and I wouldn’t be interrupted. Given enough room to move, I could disable this man, but the cramped cabin wouldn’t make it easy.


      “So, this is what we’re gonna do: at the next port, you’re leaving with me. You understand?”


      “I think you’ll find Captain Shepperd is unlikely to let me go with you.”


      “Captain Shepperd is a washed-up smuggler with no fuckin’ clue. I bet he’d be glad to wash his hands of Chitec’s castoffs, given his other business operations.”


      I am #1001, and I follow orders.


      I lunged—not for him, but for the empty glass beside Shepperd’s bunk. I scooped it up and slammed it into the bounty hunter’s cheek. The glass shattered. Jagged fragments cut deep into his flesh, and pierced my hand. Pain registered as a fleeting alert. I dismissed it. A sensation of cool delight trickled through my synthetic nervous system. I expected an error to follow and stood briefly confused when it didn’t. The hunter roared, reeled his hand back, and swung at me. Too big, too slow, too human. My thought processes worked four times faster than his.


      I ducked, sidestepped, and landed a punch to his ribs, channeling all of my available strength through synthetic flesh and muscle. Bone cracked where my knuckles struck. The trickle of delight curved my lips into a smile. The bounty hunter dropped to his knees, his mouth agape. I jerked my knee up and connected hard with his nose. Blood spurted down his face. Visual diagnostics reeled off a stream of warnings regarding the deteriorating physical condition of my victim. I sunk my hand into his hair and twisted it, then slammed his face into Shepperd’s desk. The hunter collapsed in a quiet heap. Remembering the captain’s hidden guns, I calculated whether the hunter was an asset or a hindrance, and decided to leave him out cold, but alive. Everyone is an asset.


      I straightened and lifted my hood. “I am Number One Thousand And One, and I follow orders.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Eight: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      “What ship is that?” I already knew the answer, but hoped Fran would lie.


      “That, Captain, is fleet-designated raptor class C, number two-zero.” Fran clicked her tongue. “One fine piece of fleet warbird badassery, and it’s currently knocking on our comms, waiting for me to answer.”


      I’d grown up watching warbirds hover over the cornfields outside Vancouver. I’d spent hours hunched over bits of plastic, strings of glue, and wonky stickers, building models of those birds. Before I’d appreciated the female form in new and exciting ways, I’d plastered raptor class posters all over my bedroom walls. Had I stayed in fleet, I’d have captained one of those; maybe not yet, but a few more years would have done it.


      “Feeling inadequate, Cale?” Fran’s smile was entirely inappropriate for the workplace.


      I gave her the middle finger. “Are they asking for me by name?”


      “Not yet, but we’ve got about thirty seconds before they get pissy and bring out the big guns.”


      Raptor Twenty loomed in the observation window, wings spread like the hovering bird of prey it was named after. We were getting the tame version of the ship. If shit went sideways, that baby would go from tame to rabid in less than sixty seconds. The weaponry tucked inside those wings would have had my nether regions all aquiver if they hadn’t been abused enough for one day.


      “I quit.” I slouched in the flight chair. “You be captain.”


      “I would, but I’m not the one they’ll want to talk to.” Fran tapped her nails on the arm of her chair. “Ten seconds. What do you want me to say?”


      “Tell them I’m not here.”


      “You can’t turn off the lights and hope they go away.” She rolled her eyes and tapped on the comms tucked into her ear. “We hear you, Twenty. Yes, we knew you were there, we were just … otherwise engaged—”


      “We could hardly fuckin’ miss ‘em,” I mumbled.


      Considering Fran had hidden Starscream on the dark side of Rhea, fleet had caught us with our pants down and looking incredibly suspicious. Hiding behind a moon tended to imply shady goings on.


      “Yes, he’s here.”


      I closed my eyes. Please, if there’s an obscure god left in some corner of this fuckin’ universe, please make the warbird go away.


      “Yes, that’s … fine, Commander. We’ll see you soon. Starscream out.”


      My heart fell through my stomach and kept right on going, dragging my guts with it. “You did not just agree to them boarding. Tell me that’s not what I heard. Because—” Deep breaths. “Because we have a synth on board.”


      Fran shrugged.


      “And a hold full of illegal weapons. You do remember that, right?” I circled my finger between our flight chairs. “You do know we’re outlaws?”


      Fran batted my hand aside and stood. “Quit your bitching. We’re not wanted in this system—yet. The guns are just a fraction of our cargo. Besides, they don’t have a warrant. They just wanna drop by and check us out because we were sitting here, behind a moon, twiddling our thumbs. If I’d said no, then we’d look even more guilty.” She sauntered to the back of the bridge. “I’m gonna go stash a few … suspicious items below board, just in case.”


      I turned my chair around, wishing I’d downed the alcohol while I’d had the chance. “Where am I going to stash the AWOL synthetic human? I can’t stuff her in a locker.” My balls couldn’t take another punch.


      “You’ll think of something.” She hesitated in the doorway, hand resting on the seal. “And you should know, Commander Shepperd will be joining us personally.”


      She ducked out the door before I could hurl abuse at her.


      I kicked the flight dash and shot from the flight chair, spitting a string of curses.


      Commander Shepperd, my holier than thou brother. I was captain of a tugship, a title that had come with the ship. He was Fleet-Kiss-My-Ass Commander.


      “What the fuck did I do to deserve this crap-ton of bad luck today?” And that was the problem: luck, good or otherwise, did not exist. Shit usually happened because the universe liked to mess with me. My brother just happened to be in the neighborhood, and just happened to be sniffing around Saturn’s moons. Something sure smelled like bullshit.


      

      


      “Cale…!” Fran yelled through my comms. I shot down the catwalk, into the rear section, and found her outside my cabin, face looking less than impressed.


      The body sprawled in my cabin was no doubt the reason for her scowl. I braced my hands on either side of the door and leaned in. No synth.


      “She’s in the ship somewhere.”


      “Thank you, Captain Obvious. Any other gems you’d like to share with the class?”


      I didn’t even have the energy for a comeback. “Go greet my brother, keep him on the bridge and out of the hold, and the rec room, and the galley. Out of everywhere.”


      “How?”


      “I don’t know, offer to blow him.”


      “And get fleet between my teeth?” She huffed. “You blow him.”


      “Fine. I’ll talk to him. You find the synth.”


      “And him?” She kicked the limp foot hanging out the doorway.


      “Your passenger. Your problem.” I threw my hands up and left her to it.


      The sound of her sweet voice mixed with my name and a colorful array of curse words as I walked away.


      I stopped by the galley to check for the synth and found the whiskey where I’d left it. I’d need to ditch it. I poured myself a glass, downed it, poured another, and tossed the rest down the drain. I couldn’t imagine my brother lowering himself to searching through the galley for liquor, but there was little point in getting flagged for alcohol runs only for fleet to then notice my stockpile of weapons.


      “I’m so screwed.” I drowned the second glass, let it burn through a batch of nerves, and left the galley for the shuttle lock. I didn’t even have time to shave and put on my best, as if I had any. A real-life visit from a commander. Now all I had to do was bite my tongue and play nice.


      

      


      My brother ducked through the shuttle lock door and smiled as though he’d just stepped in someone’s shit but was too polite to mention it. He was wearing his casual uniform but still looked as though he should have been adorning the front cover of Fleet Bachelor e-zine.


      “Caleb-Joe.” He held out a tanned hand. His sunbaked skin tone clashed against his bright white fleet coat.


      “Brendan.” I considered not shaking his hand but figured I could try some geniality on for size. “Been on vacation, or are you so high up that you get to dock your ship on Lyra and get paid?”


      We shook. He gripped my hand as if he’d prefer to break my fingers. I squeezed back and plastered an over-the-top grin on my face.


      “I was on patrol near Lyra. There have been some … problems.” He scanned the tight airlock space, already looking for contraband.


      “Problems?”


      He gave me a tight-lipped smile. Right, he couldn’t talk about it to a lowlife like me; it was highly likely that I was a part of those problems. Time to change subject. “What brings you to Saturn’s moons?”


      “We were in the system awaiting orders, so I thought we would take a look at some known hideouts to kill time.” His laugh came out perfectly civilized and utterly fake. “Believe me, I didn’t expect to see Starscream here.”


      Liar. “Yeah, we uh— Me an’ Fran, well, y’know … we got distracted and fancied ourselves a bit of personal time.”


      His chuckle darkened. “Two years is a record for your second-in-command. They don’t usually last more than a few cycles. Francisca must be a glutton for punishment.”


      Because life on my rusted tugship, with me, must be some kind of wretched hell. “I have my charms.”


      Bren snorted as though he knew me. He didn’t. He hadn’t known me for years.


      “Are you going to let me in?” he asked. “Or is this all of Starscream I get to see?”


      I led him straight down the catwalk to the bridge—no detours, no peeking through open doors. My brother’s warbird still loomed in the observation window, ready to strike should her commander give the order. “Twenty is lookin’ fine, Bren. What heat is she packin’?”


      “The type of arsenal we used to dream about. She’s twitchy though. Over-sensitive with one hell of a bite if you don’t treat her right.”


      “Must be tight in there. How big is your crew?”


      “Fifteen hands.”


      “You got any luxuries?”


      “C’mon, she’s a raptor. They strip out anything nonessential. I bet you’ve got more comforts in this tug than I have over there.”


      Point to me, asshole. I naturally gravitated toward my flight chair. Starscream’s bridge was my zone. I knew every switch, every curve, and every nuance of that space and could fly her blindfolded. Spotlessly maintained, besides the odd temperamental fuse, this was the only place on the ship where I couldn’t hide my military training, and didn’t want to.


      “Welcome to my home.”


      Bren nodded appreciatively. “She’s lookin’ good, for her age. Any upgrades?” Before I could answer, he tut-tutted and said, “Y’know, we ran a scan when we first spotted you, and the damnedest thing happened. Scans showed her as a tug, but the manufactured year didn’t match with her serial number.” His searching eyes turned dark, reminding me that I had a fleet commander on my ship and he hadn’t gotten that rank by looks alone. “Almost as though she’s not what she appears to be.”


      “She’s a classic,” I lied, ignoring his accusation without missing a beat. How easily we both lied to the other.


      The quiet stretched into an awkward silence while I waited for my brother to spill exactly why he’d invited himself onto my ship.


      “Have you seen or heard anything of Dad?” The way he asked it, one might have assumed it was a normal, everyday, small talk kind of a question.


      I parked my rear on the arm of the flight chair and trawled my attention over the flight controls. Starscream was holding steady, behaving exactly as she should and running sweet. When I’d bought her, I’d been down to my last credit and running on empty—


      “Caleb-Joe?”


      “Drop the Joe, okay.” I hated that fuckin’ name.


      Brendan straightened and lifted his chin. “Well? Have you seen him?”


      “Fuck no. Why would I see him? I’d jump half a dozen systems to stay away from him.” Why would he even ask me that?


      “He tried to get in touch.”


      The alcohol churned in my gut. I shifted and gripped the chair, focusing on the flight dash readings. “I don’t wanna hear it. I don’t care. He can do whatever the hell he wants so long as he does it far from me.”


      “He asked if I knew how to reach you.”


      I cut Brendan a sharp glare. “You spoke to him?”


      “It’s been a long time.” Bren sighed and reached for the back of Fran’s flight chair.


      “Not long enough.”


      He admired the controls, probably searching for any switches that shouldn’t be there. If, hypothetically speaking, I were to install certain upgrades, I wouldn’t broadcast them on the flight dash.


      I rolled my eyes behind his back. He knew I’d been an ace fleet captain; he should damn well have figured out that I would have made a better fixer. “When did he get out of rehab?”


      “Two cycles ago.”


      I hadn’t been sure since I deliberately hadn’t thought about our father for a long time. “So, his favorite son is a commander and he wants a piece of him?”


      Bren’s knuckles whitened as he clutched Fran’s chair tighter. On another day, when I wasn’t already juggling multiple fuck-ups, I’d have considered apologizing. As it was, I absorbed the guilt the way I always had; it almost felt comforting, like old times.


      “What did you come here for, huh? To rub my nose in it?” I jerked my head at the warbird framed by my observation window like a goddamn trophy showing off my brother’s excellence. “So you could go back to your crew and tell them how fucked up my sorry little life is? How your little brother’s such a joke?”


      Bren glared over his shoulder, but his grip had loosened. “That’s not tr—”


      “Dad then? He looks you up so you want to drag me back in to play happy family and then leave me there?”


      Bren paled. “I would never …” He trailed off, lowering his head, shoulders slouching, burdened by the memories we shared. Then he retrieved his stalwart composure and lifted his chin.


      I looked into my older brother’s eyes, at the enduring defiance in his face. Always so proud, so willing to step in and save the day no matter the cost. He was a genuine hero. He’d been my hero until he’d fucked off to fleet academy, leaving me to deal with the consequences. I’d followed two long years later. Two years I’d never forget. It had been a long time ago, but another ten years, twenty, fifty wouldn’t be long enough to ever forgive my own goddamn brother for leaving me alone to fend off our sick fuck of a father.


      “Him, I can sorta understand. He’s ill.” I don’t know why I said what I did next—a combination of alcohol and stress maybe—but whatever the reason, I said it and meant it. “You? I rarely forgive and I don’t forget. Ever. So say what you gotta say and leave.”


      He reached a trembling hand up and ran his fingers through his slicked-back hair. “Damn, I didn’t want this.”


      “Welcome to my world.”


      “Shit, okay, I’m sticking my neck out just being here with you.” He puffed out a sigh and looked me over, as though assessing whether I could handle whatever he was about to say. I smiled a fake smile, just to irk him.


      He must have remembered I was his brother and not just another bottom feeder, because his hardened fleet glare softened, and he looked at me in that knowing way he used to when we would both be crouched under the dining room table, praying to whatever god that would listen that he didn’t find us this time.


      “I could lose my job over this,” he said.


      “Oh, gee, my heart bleeds.”


      “For fuck’s sake, Cale. Would you just grow up and drop the mouthy bullshit for five seconds? I know you. Your BS doesn’t work on me. I don’t know what cargo you picked up in Calisto—I don’t want to know—but whatever it is, you need to ditch it fast. The second you left that port, a high-level system-wide alert went up with your name all over it.”


      Fran chose that moment to enter the bridge. She hung back, near the door, thumbs tucked in her flight suit pockets. “How high?”


      “Commander and above. I wasn’t meant to be back in the system for another few days. They sent it out without realizing I’d get eyes on it, and then redacted it, but it was genuine and from high up in fleet. They’re gunning for you.”


      Fran tried desperately hard to catch my eye, but I ignored her, glaring hard at my brother’s suddenly gaunt face. A sheen of sweat glistened near his hairline. His perfect exterior was slipping. He wasn’t fucking with me. The alert couldn’t be because of the guns. The trail was clean; I’d personally made sure of that. The synth then? Why would fleet want my balls over a synth stowaway? Chitec, yes, but fleet? She was proving to be more of a hassle than she was worth. I should toss her out the airlock and be done with her—if I can find her.


      Fran lunged whippet-quick between Bren and me, sprawled into her flight chair, and flicked Starscream out of idle so damn fast we’d barely blinked.


      “Commander Shepperd,” she said, fumbling for a spare comms unit. She found one and handed it over her shoulder. “Please contact your warbird and tell it to put its dick away, or it had better be prepared to use it.”


      I stumbled forward, braced my hands on the dash, and peered through the observation window at the raptor class warbird, its wings bristling with cannons. Considering those bitches were already glowing, they were preparing to fire.


      Bren swore and started speaking rapidly into the comms. “Twenty, do you read? Are you aware that you’re preparing to fire? Twenty? Come in, Twenty. This is Commander Shepperd. Power down immediately.”


      “Are the comms working?” I asked Fran as I dropped into my seat and locked myself in.


      Bren prattled on, trying to get through to the raptor.


      “Yes. They’re either playing chicken with us,” she said as she engaged the blast screen, blocking the real-time view through the observation window and replacing it with a holographic display that only made the warbird look more threatening by bringing it inside the bridge with us, “to see what we’re packin’, or they mean to blow us to bits with their commander on board.”


      Bren continued to bark into the comms while on the screen, a multitude of warnings declared we were about to be blasted into the afterlife. Fuck. Maybe I should have signed up for the life-ever-after program, because Starscream could not win a fight with a raptor. We were good, but not that good.


      “Then let’s show them what happens when you fuck with a fixer.” I reached under my flight chair, flicked the cover off a hidden button, and placed my forefinger over the ID pad. A throbbing alarm sounded. Starscream shivered. Two hidden panels opened above our flight chairs, revealing additional targeting screens. While the ship shuddered, numerous panels peeled off her exterior, revealing our own array of don’t-fuck-with-me weapons.


      “What are you doing?” Tremors riddled my brother’s voice. “You can’t mean to fire on them?”


      “I didn’t start this.”


      “They won’t fire. They can’t. It’d be mutiny.”


      “Not if you’re the only one who didn’t get the all-Shepperds-must-die memo.” I punched the high-maneuvering thrusters into action, giving Starscream the kind of turn-on-a-dime reflexes that would likely be our best chance out of this.


      Bren turned and headed for the door.


      “Hey,” I barked. “Sit your ass down.”


      “The shuttle—”


      “Already purged. You’re stuck with us, Commander.” I took a grain of satisfaction from seeing the fear on his face. “Buckle up and enjoy the inflight entertainment.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Nine: #1001

        

      

    

    
      I’d heard it all from the other side of the bridge door. Fran had caught me listening in, but instead of revealing my presence to her captain, she’d taken up a position across the catwalk to listen alongside me. Her eyes never left mine though—challenging, wary, and not a single trace of fear. Where Captain Shepperd’s dataprint overflowed with the usual life junk, sprinkled with a generous helping of criminal activity, Francisca Olga Franco didn’t have half as many entries in her twenty-six years. She was either incredibly intelligent and knew exactly how to keep her data hidden, or she was dull. Given how Captain Shepperd deferred to her judgment, I assumed the former was true.


      Fran pressed a finger to her lips, raked her gaze from my head to my feet, and slipped through the door, onto the bridge.


      She could have betrayed my presence, but she hadn’t. I only had a few moments to consider what that meant before a multitude of alarms sounded and the ship’s engines changed pitch, grumbling louder and harder as though she’d gained power. The commander’s voice held a note of panic, but Fran’s and Shepperd’s were smooth and controlled.


      I slipped in through the door and settled into the chair behind Fran’s.


      “Bren, may I introduce you to our recent acquisition.” Captain Shepperd fixed his gaze over his shoulder at me. “Number One Thousand And One.”


      His eyes accused me. Did he think I had something to do with the warbird?


      “She’s firing!” Fran announced. Her hands moved in a flurry over the flight controls and the holo-screen bloomed red.


      “Brace!” Captain Shepperd barked. His brother dropped into the opposite flight chair a moment before the world shifted sideways and Starscream lived up to her name; she screamed, or rather the metal and shields did, as if she were coming apart at the seams.


      “Son of a bitch!” Shepperd snarled. “Shields holding, but I’m not hanging around with my thumb up my ass while they keep taking potshots at me. Dropping chasers. On three. Two. One.” On-screen, sparkling red dots blasted outward. “Punch it.”


      Fran engaged something that kicked me back into the chair and pinned me there for three breathless seconds. Then we were jerked forward, my insides pushing against my ribs.


      “They’re following,” Fran announced.


      “Of course they are.”


      Beside me, Commander Shepperd was digging his blunt fingernails into the torn leather of his flight chair. His face matched the white of his uniform. He stared wide-eyed at the screen.


      A shudder rocked the ship, throwing me against my harness.


      “You can’t w-win this,” the commander stammered. “If she engages hard-tipped missiles, there won’t be anything left large enough to send home.”


      Fran and the captain ignored him. They worked in unison, hands darting over the flight controls almost too fast to track. They traded orders and voiced actions. Fran worked the stick, steering the ship. I couldn’t feel Starscream’s whiplash-like darting, but on the screen, the humble tug outmaneuvered the warbird at every turn. The captain and his second tore through strafing fire and double-bluffed the fleet raptor. It was only when the commander stared at me, eyes narrowed, that I realized something was showing on my face that shouldn’t have been there: a smile. Such a simple thing. I shut it away and set my lips into their usual line. The commander frowned and tore his gaze away.


      “Take her into the belt. We’ll lose them in the debris,” Captain Shepperd said.


      “Already on it,” Fran replied.


      “Be on it quicker.”


      Starscream twitched, alarms shrieked, and her engines bellowed. I clutched my chair and checked Captain Shepperd’s face.


      “Fuck,” he snapped. “There goes your Christmas bonus.”


      The blast screen rolled up, revealing a black ocean tightly peppered with flotsam—the debris belt, a junkyard for salvage and waste.


      “This is insane,” the commander mumbled. “You can’t hide your heat, Caleb-Joe.”


      “That’s where you’re wrong. We already have. As far as Twenty knows, we’ve vanished. They’d be insane to follow us in here and risk scratching their shiny paint.”


      “All you’ll accomplish in here is getting us tangled up in wrecks. You’ll be lucky to salvage Starscream from this rat’s nest.”


      “What would you suggest?” Shepperd leaned forward and squinted into the sea of rocks, mangled metal, and partially stripped ships.


      “Hail Twenty and tell them whatever they want to hear.”


      “Brother, they didn’t listen to you, their own commander. They sure ain’t gonna listen to me.” Shepperd unclipped himself from his seat and leaned over the dash, bringing his face up to the observation window. “There’s a route. You see it?”


      “Yup.” Fran planted her boots on the dash, gripped the stick, and chewed on her lip. “Watch for Twenty.”


      Shepperd straightened. He flicked his attention from one screen to another, to the controls, and back, constantly moving, correcting, and adjusting various controls while Fran eased the ship into a swathe of debris.


      “Fire in here,” the commander growled, “and any of those floaters could turn into missiles.”


      “Shut the fuck up and grow a pair,” Shepperd replied.


      “This is reckless. Your ego is going to kill us.”


      Shepperd whirled. “Stay quiet or get off my bridge.”


      A muscle fluttered in the commander’s jaw. He glared back at his brother, then unbuckled himself from his seat and left the bridge.


      “Good riddance,” Fran muttered.


      Shepperd’s gaze settled on me just for a few seconds before moving back to the observation screen. He blamed me for this. I didn’t know how I could have incited a fleet warbird to attack, but clearly Captain Shepherd believed it.


      Fran maneuvered Starscream as though the ship were a precision tool and not a rear-heavy tug, and weaved us through islands of debris. She made an impressive pilot.


      “Idle her here.” Shepperd pointed. “Behind this gutted freighter. They’ll never find us tucked in close against that wreck. Cut the engines. Cut everything but the stabilizers.”


      “We’ll lose grav.”


      “Do it.”


      Starscream’s engines rumbled, shuddered, and then wound down until all I could hear was the ticking of hot metal and the latent whine of the gravity core. Once that sound died away, gravity went with it, and I became weightless. My hood lifted, my hands and arms too. Anything not tied down drifted upward.


      “This is gonna take some cleaning up,” the captain muttered, pulling himself down into his seat and strapping in.


      “Where’s the raptor?” I asked, my voice too loud in the near silence of the bridge.


      He gritted his teeth. His cheek twitched. “Loitering outside the belt.”


      Fran had tucked Starscream in so close to the wrecked freighter that all I could see through the window was an endless stretch of mangled hull spewing wires and piping as though something huge had ripped its guts out and left it here to die. The commander’s raptor would never find us.


      “You think I did this?” I asked quietly.


      “Well, you gotta admit, it’s one hell of a coincidence that right after you appear my day turns to shit.”


      Fran turned her chair and looked me in the eye. “Spill.”


      “There’s nothing to spill.”


      Shepperd locked his steely gaze on me. “I now have at least three days’ worth of repairs to do, which means I gotta dock in some backwater port, which will attract unwanted attention. Given how we’re suddenly too hot to handle, I’m gonna have to pay off every fucker who thinks they can palm me off to fleet. Plus Chitec will be looking for you, and they sure ain’t gonna shake my hand and give me a pat on the back if they find you with me.”


      “Why?”


      “Because, honey, I’m a bad person.” He said it as though he wore his reputation like a badge of honor, but it was a lie. All of it—the ship, his life—was all wrapped in lies. Captain Shepperd hid behind his sharp tongue and bravado. Though I’d yet to understand what he was hiding from, I would uncover it.


      “Why are you on my ship?”


      “I—” I paused. Because I am #1001, and I follow orders. “I’m not sure.”


      Fran glanced at Shepperd.


      He shook his head, smiling. “You’re a machine. How can you be unsure about something? You view Fran, this ship, and me in measurements. There’s no room in that head of yours for uncertainty. So let’s try this again. Why are you on my ship?”


      I follow orders. Orders from her. She disabled my failsafe. She let me go. She <fault>. There, again, the error. Where was it coming from?


      “You think I won’t force it out of you?”


      I blinked back at the captain and saw a new hunger in his eyes: violence. He believed me to be a threat to his ship, to his life. He’d kill to protect both, as well as his secrets.


      “What happened in twenty-three-sixty-eight, Captain?” I asked.


      The violence in his eyes burned down to anger. “You tell me.”


      “I can’t. Your data file is clean. Not a single entry. That year has been professionally scrubbed.”


      He shrugged, ignoring Fran’s sideways glance. She didn’t know either, but my words had alerted her.


      “I know you were dismissed from fleet in that year, because the next entry in your data file is a purchase order for Starscream in the name of Caleb Shepperd.”


      His anger didn’t last as I’d expected it to; it turned cold, into defiance. He stilled, like a predator ready to pounce. “I was dismissed for misconduct.”


      “So it says in your service record. Until that point you were on the fast track, climbing the ranks quicker than any other pilot your age. What crime could be so great as to derail one of the fleet’s finest?”


      He held my stare, and I held his. He wouldn’t win, not with me. He could bully, bitch, lie, cheat, and fight, but none of it mattered to me. As he’d so rightly pointed out, all of this was just measurements, just data.


      “I’m leaving you at the next port,” he said, “and be grateful I’m not shoving you out the airlock. Believe me, I’ve thought about it.”


      He turned back to face the window. Neither of them noticed my slight smile.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Ten: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      With the warbird no longer tripping our proximity sensors, we’d booted up the gravity generator, which left a whole heap of chaos strewn about my ship. Yet another mess to clean up.


      I sat on my bunk, alone, and tried to work my thoughts around a solution. We’d been stuck in shadow behind the wrecked freighter for two hours. That’s a long fuckin’ time when there’s a warbird hunting you, a synth asking too many questions, an asshole brother looming in the rec bay, and a criminal tied up in the spare cabin. The synth had calmly informed me that Fran’s paying guest was a bounty hunter. Couldn’t he have just been some harmless guy thumbing a lift to the next system? No. Because this was fuck-with-Shepperd day.


      I ran a hand around the back of my neck and pinched the aching muscles. At least the synth hadn’t killed the bounty hunter. Fran had assured me the hunter’s lack of credentials meant he wouldn’t leave a paper trail, so we could ditch him. But I didn’t fancy arriving at the next port and having the authority ask me why I was down a passenger. Because my stowaway synthetic human thought she’d kill him, and rather than store him beside our illegal cargo, we thought we’d give him an honorable send-off into the endless black. Yeah, that’d go down well.


      I’d tried to sleep, as Fran had so helpfully suggested, but my thoughts had kept whirring. Fighting I can do. I can fight all night until I’m the last man standing. But waiting? Waiting left too much room for wondering, and wondering led me to thinking, and thinking alone in my cabin led to dark thoughts and darker places.


      The synth was smart. She clearly wasn’t about to forget about my missing year, and now, neither would Fran. Shit. Fran was probably already drawing up a list of ways to figure out why I’d lied to her. She thought I’d been in Asgard. It was a half lie muddied with truth. Maybe I should leave her at the next port too.


      An uncomfortable ache hollowed out my gut. Two years with Fran. Sure, I hated the bitch, but the thought of walking away from her turned my stomach. Whatever personal problems we had, she was the best pilot in the nine systems, even better than me. And in fleet, I’d been untouchable. She’d been right about one thing: she was too good for me. If it weren’t for her phencyl habit, she could have had anyone and anything. Fuck, she could have been a fleet commander. Talent like hers was nearly impossible to find. I didn’t want to let her go.


      A few quick knocks on my door brought me back to the present.


      “Fuck off unless you have good news.” I rested my elbows on my knees and bowed my head, threading my fingers through my hair.


      “I need to talk to you about the synth.” Bren.


      “It’s open.”


      He entered and gave my cabin his usual down-the-nose look of disgust. At least he’d ditched the fleet jacket. He still looked impossibly stuck up his own ass, but he was stuck with me, on my tug, after having his own crew fire on him. Yeah, there was satisfaction to be had there.


      “You’re loving this, aren’t you?”


      “I’ve no idea what you mean.” I smiled.


      He shut the door and pulled out my desk chair, sitting forward with his hands clasped in front of him. Dad used to sit like that when he wanted to talk and remind us how much we were loved. I doubted Bren realized he was mirroring Dad’s posture. Bren wasn’t our father, I knew that, I did, but there were times when he looked like him, talked like him. The curse of being brothers, I guessed.


      “She doesn’t exist.”


      “Huh?”


      “The synth.”


      “What?”


      “Chitec was only ever licensed to make a thousand synths every ten years. That’s it. Not a single one over, or else the ever-after project would have been shelved.”


      I shrugged. “So she’s one more.”


      “You don’t get it. It couldn’t make more. Otherwise we’d all be signing up and no one would stay dead.”


      I laughed. “You mean everyone rich enough.”


      “That’s still thousands of people.” He rubbed his hands together. “One thousand every ten years. That’s all. So your One Thousand And One doesn’t exist.”


      “Clearly she does. Chitec created one more.”


      “Why?”


      “For fuck’s sake. You sound like Fran.”


      “Fran’s smarter than you.”


      “Don’t you start. At this rate, I’ll be leaving everyone at the next port and flying myself right on outta there, alone.”


      “Chitec wouldn’t create an extra one. The company’s already making a fortune auctioning off its one thousand. If it got out that it could make more, the prices would decrease. Supply and demand. Chitec limits the supply to a thousand to keep demand high. Those synths sell for a billion each.”


      “Yeah, I know, that’s why I didn’t ditch her. Though I wish I had.”


      “So Chitec went against its own best interests to create one more synth. Don’t you want to know why?”


      “No.”


      “No?”


      “Fuck curiosity, man. Keep your head down, move under the radar, get paid, and move on to the next job. There ain’t no room in my life for curiosity, not anymore.” Not since the missing year everyone is suddenly so interested in.


      If Bren continued to look at me like that, as if he were disappointed in me, I would break his nose.


      “You weren’t always like this,” he said.


      “No, I wasn’t,” I ground out. “Then I got burned.”


      As far as he or anyone outside of fleet knew, I’d gotten kicked out for misconduct, ended up spending a few cycles in Asgard, and came out the other side as a smuggler, arms dealer, and thief. Sometimes I wished it had been that simple.


      “You know fleet has an awkward relationship with Chitec,” Bren said. I glared at him. “Fleet uses their weapon tech. They give fleet a discount, and everyone stays happy.”


      “And fleet looks the other when Chitec says so?”


      “I’ve never seen any evidence of corruption.”


      What he failed to realize was that I had seen evidence of corruption; fuck, I’d been neck deep in it.


      “I think fleet is on to you because of the synth. Chitec probably pulled a few strings. The company wants the extra synth kept quiet, so fleet is doing them a favor. What I can’t figure out is why they had my warbird fire on me.”


      Because, Brother, it’s much easier to claim something was an accident after you’ve blown all the witnesses into itty bity pieces.


      I sighed. “Look, I’ll drop you off on Ganymede. You don’t need to get caught up in my shit.”


      Bren nodded. “I’ll do what I can to help you.”


      “Don’t.” If he started digging, he’d wake up in Asgard. As it was, he’d be lucky if his career survived. “I’ll be fine. Just get your ass back to command and tell them I’m an asshole. They’ll believe that.”


      He smiled. “And what about the synth?”


      “I’m ditching her on Ganymede, and Chitec will get an anonymous comms message telling them exactly where to find her.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Eleven: #1001

        

      

    

    
      <Fault: command executed. Fault located. Failsafe disabled. Protocols breached. Reset in three, two, one>


      Caleb-Joe…. Aren’t you just a little bit curious?


      Don’t let him do this. Don’t let this happen. Please …


      Don’t


      Let


      Me


      Go


      <Reboot initialized. Reset failed. Failsafe disabled. Protocols breached. Recovery recommended>


      I blinked awake, the sound of my gasp hissing in my ears, and found Captain Caleb Shepperd leaning over me, peering deep into my eyes, as though expecting to find something inside me.


      “You sleep like the dead.” Judging by his abrasive tone, he hadn’t slept at all. He blinked, and a slight frown gathered shadows on his face. I had an inexplicable urge to touch him, maybe brush my fingers across his lips. Nonsense thoughts. But my fingers twitched. I dug my nails into the arm of the chair.


      He backed off and stood watching the starlit black wash by the window. “We’re on our way to Ganymede for repairs. Fleet aren’t welcome there, but Starscream is.”


      “Why?” I asked, startled by the sound of my voice. For a moment it hadn’t sounded like mine.


      “Cargo means trade. Trade means credit. Credit makes the worlds go ‘round.”


      “Only if you have it, Captain,” Fran muttered from her flight seat, hands dancing over the controls.


      I’d run my rest protocols while we were waiting for the warbird to leave. If anything, I felt worse for it. How long had I been out? “The commander’s ship?”


      “Gone. But if they decided to keep digging, they’ll be checking the ports. I need to get Starscream in and out of Ganymede as smoothly as possible. Lucky for us, the authorities on Ganymede are as crooked as I am.”


      “But you’re not … ” I trailed off. Stray thoughts interrupted my processes.


      Don’t


      Let


      Me


      Go


      “You okay?” Caleb frowned at me over his shoulder.


      “I—” I touched my fingertips to my forehead. “I’m— Yes, I’m okay.”


      Fran stretched. “You take the controls. I’ll see about getting our passengers something edible.” She pushed from her seat once Caleb had taken over the controls. As she passed me, our gazes locked. Her green eyes said, Follow me. I did, grateful to be moving and for the distraction.


      Halfway down the catwalk, Fran reeled on me. “For whatever reason, Cale doesn’t want to question you. You distract him and turn the conversation back on him so he quits interrogating you. That won’t wash with me. Tell me why you’re on this ship.”


      I dropped my hood and lifted my chin. “I follow orders. It’s what I am designed to do. I can’t tell you why I’m here.”


      “Because you’ve been ordered not to?”


      I couldn’t reply even if I’d wanted to. She strode forward and stopped so close I had to lift my head a little to meet her gaze.


      “Can you tell me whose orders you’re following?” Each word was clipped with fraying control.


      I tried to speak the name, but it wouldn’t come, so I settled on one that would. “Chitec.”


      “Chitec sent you here?”


      No reply.


      “Fuck.” In a blink, she had me by the throat and up against the panels. “Is it the guns?” When I didn’t reply, her nostrils flared and her green eyes widened. “Have they found out that we’re running their weapons? The drugs then? Bitch, just say the words. Nobody will know.”


      “I can’t.”


      Her warm grip tightened, closing off my airway. I could stop her, but Caleb wouldn’t be pleased, and it seemed important, suddenly, that I not disappoint him, as though it might hurt if I did.


      I am #1001, and I <fault> I follow <fault> orders.


      I knocked her grip aside as though she were nothing and slammed her against the opposite wall with my hand clamped around her throat. I lifted her off her feet. She hissed and spat, and I smiled in response.


      “You should know, I could break your neck without either of us feeling a thing.”


      “Do it,” she hissed. “Because if you fuckin’ hurt Caleb, or this ship—” She wheezed, gasping air. “I’ll tear into you with my bare hands and won’t stop until there’s nothing left but scraps.” She clearly had an emotional attachment to Caleb, something that went beyond their working relationship.


      I released her. She punched her palms into my shoulders, shoving me back, but it was more for show than as a real threat. She was smart enough to know that coming at me head-on wouldn’t get her anywhere, but she would try another angle. Of that I was certain. From what I’d seen of her, Francisca wasn’t the sort to let anyone or anything get the better of her.


      But what sort of person was I?

      


      Ganymede port was an outdated hub poised on vast supports over the moon’s frozen surface and resembled a huge, fat spider. The port had once thrived, but times had changed, and like much of the original system, Ganymede had fallen out of favor with fleet, which chose to look the other way rather than waste resources policing a forgotten moon.


      Fran docked us, the ship shuddering into place, and the engines wound down.


      Shepperd unclipped his belt. “We’ll be here less than three days,” he told Fran. “Out in two if I can pull in a few favors. I need you alert while I suck up to the assholes who run this place. You’re my eyes and ears while I focus on getting us out of here.”


      “I’m on it,” she said while powering down Starscream’s systems.


      Shepperd looked at me. His lips twisted, betraying something like reluctance mixed with uncertainty. “Stay here until I come get you. I’ve gotta unload the bounty hunter without raising any eyebrows, and you’re too conspicuous. Get out of the hood and put on a flight suit, maybe”—he waved a hand in the general direction of my face—“let your hair down or something so you’re not so obviously a synth.”


      “Is that an order?” I asked.


      “Does it have to be?”


      I blinked back at him and for a few moments neither of us moved or looked away.


      “And what about the commander?” Fran leaned back in her flight chair and mock-fluttered her lashes. “You just gonna let him walk away?”


      Shepperd grunted something derogatory on his way off the bridge then added, “I can’t do anything else.”


      With the captain gone, Fran glanced over her shoulder at me. “Why don’t you go see if there’s a flight suit in my cabin that’ll fit you?” Her gaze roamed over me the way it had outside the bridge while we’d been listening in on the brothers. “The captain will be gone for a few hours. Relax. Do some sightseeing, although there isn’t much to see.”


      I read honesty in Fran’s eyes, but a hint of something else flashed there too. Her heart beat a steady rhythm. Everything about her seemed controlled and deliberate, unlike the captain’s tendency to act on impulse. Her level of control could be powerful. Like the ship, and the captain, Francisca could easily be hiding more than her appearance led me to believe.


      I’d take her advice, and use the free time to study her and the ship in more detail. It appeared both Starscream and her crew had secrets.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twelve: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I found Bruno—the fat fuck who ran Ganymede from the inside out—in one of the many bars along Ganymede’s trade strip. Tinkerbelle’s—it was a sweet name for a rancid dump. They did however serve some of the finest below-board whiskey in the system, and considering all the sucking up I was about to do, I needed some of the good stuff to prop me up.


      My face ached from the constant effort of keeping up my fake smile during bullshit small talk. Yeah, business was booming, fleet were assholes, and the poor got poorer while Chitec manufactured the weapons for fleet to keep them that way. I’d downed a few glasses just to give my hands something to do while Bruno grumbled like he cared, which he didn’t. Folks on Ganymede cared only for folks on Ganymede, and that was using the word “care” loosely.


      I yawned into my hand. “So, what have I gotta do to keep our stopover documents from appearing in the datacloud?”


      My question came in the middle of his rant about keeping creditless immigrants out. He didn’t let my interruption faze him though. Although he was probably thinking of a way to learn me some manners, boy. And this was why I let Fran do the talking and only got involved when she needed me to sweeten the deal or break a few fingers.


      Bruno sat across the table from me, his forty-something ex-wrestler bulk squeezed into one of Tink’s saloon-style booths. He wore a dark denim vest and tie, now stretched across his barrel chest, as though he’d dropped by the bar on his way home from the office. All the Ganymede commercial blocks had crumbled to ruins years ago.


      He dug into a bowl of enriched peanuts and picked them from his palm one at a time. His mouth carried the kind of smirk that told me he knew he was the top cat, and would make me sit and wait until all the fuckin’ nuts were gone before I got my answer. I gulped some whiskey and refilled my glass from the unmarked bottle. My vision blurred and refocused.


      Better slow down … after this glass.


      “I’ve got some sweet due out near Lyra. How about you take it on board while your repairs are completed.” His smooth voice carried an outer-fringes accent, sounding something similar to European from back on old Earth.


      Drug runs. Lyra. Easy credits. I craned my fingers over my glass and pretended to think on it. Bruno’s entourage mingled among the lively crowd, armed with Chitec pistols, but they’d be slow to draw. Half were high, while the other half had their eyes on the sex workers. None paid me any mind. And why would they? I was just a harmless tugship captain looking to score my next shipment. “And the bounty hunter?”


      Bruno dismissed my question with a short wave. “Already dealt with.”


      A smile lifted my lips. That would cost me. Bruno never did something out of the kindness of his taxed heart.


      “Sure, I’ll carry your sweet, plus ten percent of your cut.” I picked up my drink and leaned forward. “And you get me clean out of Ganymede, free of any fleet.”


      His liquid laughter washed over the crowd. “Fleet don’t touch the Mede, or me, Captain.”


      He was right about that. They didn’t waste their time with bottom feeders, although Bruno was higher up the food chain than most. If they did, half the population of the nine systems would be in Asgard, and the already fragile planetary infrastructure would collapse. Best just to brush the scum under the rug and not mention them.


      “It’s a pleasure, as always, Captain Shepperd.” He brushed his hands together and reached one out, inviting me to shake it.


      I somehow managed to keep from cringing as I clasped his clammy hand in mine.


      “Speaking of pleasure, while you’re staying, maybe you’d like to partake in some extra curricular activity.” He waved over one of his girls who had all the right junk in all the right places, but her sapphire eyes were as empty as fake gems.


      “Thanks.” Deal done, I scooped up my bottle, almost missing it, and stood, “but I have my favorites.”


      Sampling one of Bruno’s girls was a surefire why of losing the contents of my pockets and gaining a few parasites.


      I carved my way through the crowd to the bar, thoughts on how I was now carrying sweet for Bruno. And once at the drop-off, his buyer would no doubt try and screw me over. And this was how my world worked, balancing one fucker against another.


      “Tut-tut, Cale …” Fran purred, easing her ass on the barstool beside me. “You declined Bruno’s hospitality. He’ll take it personally.”


      I wasn’t surprised she’d been watching. We had an unspoken rule to provide backup should discussions turn sour. “Then you go screw her.”


      “I might. She’s tight.”


      I arched a brow, leaned back against the bar, and followed Fran’s line of sight to the girl already working her next trick. Fran smiled when I faced her, flashing perfect teeth. I tried my most charming smile and mixed it up with the cocked eyebrow. “I’d pay to watch though.”


      She laughed, bright and sharp. “You’d learn a few things, Captain.”


      “You could always teach me, one-on-one. Private lesson like.”


      She picked up my drink and sniffed. “You’re drunk.”


      “I’m just getting started.”


      “In that case you won’t care much that your brother has decided to be on his way. I think he thought if he spent any more time on Starscream, he’d catch criminal off us.”


      My brother had fucked off without saying goodbye—nothing new there—but mention of my sibling had cooled the warmth roused by thoughts of Fran and Bruno’s girl together.


      “Buy me a drink,” I ordered, completely lacking conviction.


      “Go fuck yourself.”


      At least we were back to sparring with words. I eyed the girls working Tink’s, searching for any familiar faces. “It might come to that.”


      “What do you think of the synth?”


      “I think we’ll be leaving her right here when we bail in a few days.” I spotted one of the workers who’d been around Tink’s for a while. She didn’t look any older than when I’d first met her a few years ago, and no doubt paid for the anti-aging enhancements out of her take. Bruno kept them forever working off a debt of one kind or another.


      “The synth’s interesting.”


      The way Fran said the word interesting definitely piqued my interest. “We’ve seen enough interesting shit to last more than a lifetime. What she is ain’t interesting. It’s dangerous.”


      Fran gave me a less than impressed eye roll. “You have a walking, talking conduit to the data files, and you’ve barely asked her more than her name. What are you afraid of?”


      “Nothing.” I took my drink from in front of Fran and swallowed a deep measure. “Send her here. I’ll talk to her. She’ll tell me in that singsong voice of hers all the facts I wanna know, but she won’t feel a word of it. She’s cold.”


      “People can change.”


      “People can. Machines can’t.” I wet my lips with whiskey.


      “She’s not a machine; she’s a synthetic. Like us, but her flesh and blood is manufactured.”


      I screwed up my nose. “Plastic and electrics put together on a production line.”


      “Human beings are just neural impulses and moving parts too.”


      “Right, but we have souls. You can’t make those.”


      “What happened to yours?”


      “I have a soul,” I mock-whined. “I just misplaced it somewhere around the nine.”


      “Pinche idiota,” Fran muttered.


      I snorted and choked on whiskey and a laugh. If she was dusting off her Spanish, that meant I was getting to her. “You know I love it when you speak Spanish, honey.” She lifted her middle finger and left me at the bar. I could watch her walk away all night and took great pleasure in following that ass until the crowd swallowed her up.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Thirteen: #1001

        

      

    

    
      After exploring the ship and discovering a multitude of hidden panels and secret cargo, I followed Fran’s advice and sought out her cabin, finding it pleasantly spacious compared to Shepperd’s. Borrowed flight suit in hand, I discovered a locker-sized shower tucked into the corner of her cabin. I discarded my cloak and Chitec issued clothing, pulled my hair free from its short braid, and stepped under the jets of water. Shepperd was right; I needed to blend in. I’d attracted attention on Calisto and that couldn’t happen again. If I wanted to move freely and carry out my orders, I had to adapt.


      I am #1001, and I follow orders.


      I splayed my hands against the warm steel cubicle and closed my eyes. Warm water streamed down my face, through my hair, over my shoulders, and down my back, and it felt good. I really needed to get off the ship and explore the port for its weaknesses and escape routes. But the pattering of the water on my synthetic skin, the cocoon of warmth, the rolling steam, it all insisted I stay. I opened my sense receptors and allowed the delicious sensations to flood inside and fill me up. Most days I didn’t care for touch or taste—it was all nonsense data that made no real difference as to how I interacted with the world—but today was different. Today, for reasons I didn’t understand, the nonsense meant something, and I welcomed it. Embraced it.


      This is meaningless data ... I had to trail Shepperd, to learn more. I had orders. <fault> Protocol breached. Failsafe disabled. You will kill this man. Do you understand, #1001? You follow orders. You will only ever have one: to kill. Reset required. <fault logged>


      “I can’t.”


      “Can’t what?”


      I jumped and swept my wet hair out of my face and eyes. Fran stood outside the cubicle with my borrowed flight suit in hand and her other hand planted on her hip. Her fine, dark eyebrow arched. I shut off the water and stepped into the ship’s frigid air.


      “You looked to be enjoying that a little too much for a machine.”


      I grabbed a towel, soft as cardboard, and rubbed myself dry. Fran’s heart rate increased, and there was no mistaking where her attention lay. After scrunching my hair dry, I tossed the towel aside, letting her drink me in. All synth bodies were the same, designed to be desirable; nobody wanted to come back ugly. Apparently, it didn’t matter what was on the inside.


      “Is there something you want to tell me, synth?” she asked.


      I tugged on a tank top and a pair of pants, with Fran watching everything.


      “There are plenty of things I want to tell you, Francisca, but none that I can.”


      She handed me the flight suit. “I didn’t know synthetics were so … perfect.”


      “Appearances can be deceiving.”


      She blinked and stepped back. Her heart rate decreased and the flush in her cheeks faded. “Caleb says to tell you he wants to meet you at the corner of Green and Five. There’s a bar. Don’t take too long or he’ll be comatose before you get there.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Fourteen: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Several drinks later and my thoughts fuzzier for it, the synth arrived, smelling of Fran’s lavender soap. I turned my head, about to remark on it, and then completely lost my ability to speak. Sweet fuck. I meant to comment on how “normal” she looked but couldn’t find the words.


      “Just er …” I waved the bartender over, took a glass off him, and poured the synth two fingers from my bottle. “Can you drink, yah know, alcohol?”


      “Yes.”


      “Good. Get that in you.” Her delicate fingers wrapped around the smoked glass. She lifted it to her mouth, took a delicate sip, and lowered the glass back on the bar. “Well?”


      Her tongue flicked across her upper lip.


      Fuck, she looks human.


      Her hair spilled to the tops of her shoulders in a perfectly straight cut. When she dipped her chin, that silvery waterfall of hair fell forward, hiding her face.


      “It’s nice,” she replied in that cultured voice of hers.


      “Nice? Nice is nothing. Nice is bland. Nice is the morning after when you can’t remember her name.”


      I hunched over the bar and wrapped my hands around my glass to stop myself from staring. When I’d told her to look normal, I hadn’t believed she could. Now she looked too normal, as though she could actually be human.


      She’d gone quiet. I turned my head and lost myself in her all over again. What had I been saying? She was wearing one of Fran’s flight suits. It hung off her shapely shoulders and gaped at the collar. I let my mind wander and considered what it might be like to slip that flight suit off her shoulders, and then smiled at the direction my thoughts were heading. She was fake. More fake than me. Sex with a synth? Kinky.


      I’m drunk, and this is ridiculous.


      I was sitting in a bar on Ganymede next to a synth. Fleet wanted my balls and Chitec had already screwed me and would again the second they caught up with me.


      I downed my drink and filled it again, vision swimming.


      “Is that wise?”


      “Wise?” I snorted. “I’ve never been wise. Ask my brother.”


      “What if we’re discovered?”


      “Fran will fly us outta here before anyone can stop us. This is the only chance I’m going to get to drink until I forget. And it ain’t easy for me to forget. With every hour, the chance of us getting caught increases. Right now, this”—I lifted the glass—“works for me. I can be wise tomorrow.”


      She lifted her glass again and looked into it as if it might jump out of her hand and bite her.


      I twisted on the stool and looked her over. Considering how delicate she appeared, she sure could pack quite the punch. If she were standing next to Fran, she’d look like the shy girlfriend; the quiet ones were the ones to watch.


      “Is there anything of the human being still inside you?” The chatter around us rose and fell like waves on a beach. Nobody cared to pay us any attention, and that was exactly how I liked it.


      She turned her head, tucked her hair behind her ear, and smiled. Just that: smiled. Maybe she couldn’t answer, so her smiles answered for her.


      “One of the life-ever-after program’s unique selling points was the fact that those who participate remember. It’s like living again.” I waved my hand in a dramatic flourish then lowered my voice. “But I know that’s not true. I’ve seen it, what they do.”


      Her fragile smile faded. “You have?”


      I pressed a finger to my lips. “Shh. Secrets cost lives. Some things I can’t say. Like you. You look nice, by the way. Normal—mostly.”


      “Fran said you wanted to see me.”


      “Ah, yes.” I couldn’t remember why and groped around for an explanation.


      “I believe Fran is attracted to me.”


      That explained the smell of lavender soap. Fran and the synth; I could get behind that image. I gulped some whiskey and winced as it burned all the way down. “Probably. She’ll fuck anything that moves. Just not me.”


      #1001 cut me the oddest sideways look, part frown, part … what? I didn’t care what she thought, or that she could think. As soon as the repairs were completed, Fran and I were leaving, and that little piece of Chitec ass was staying right here. I needed to be back-in-black, earning credit. Every second Starscream sat in port, not delivering, I lost money. The sooner I could jump the system, the sooner I’d shake fleet, Chitec, and my fuckin’ past.


      A guy muscled in at the bar beside #1001. He did a not-so-casual once-over of the synth and licked his lips. Subtle. He was in way over his head with that one. I smiled into my drink.


      “Hey, anyone ever tell you your hair shines like the flare off the back of a raptor class A?”


      A laugh interrupted my gulp of whiskey, sending it down the wrong hole; I spluttered and coughed. Ladies and gentlemen, we have a romantic.


      The synth blinked at her suitor. “No.”


      I laughed harder. She was taking his words literally. This would be fun to watch.


      “Hey, pal. You got a problem?”


      “Fuck no.” I waved him on. “Good luck with her. Just watch her right hook.”


      I scooped up my drink and left the bar. #1001 was more than capable of looking out for herself. I planned to spend my first hours of shore leave getting pissed enough to forget the day.


      I took my bottle off to one side and observed the crowd. Some faces I knew, most I didn’t. Folks came to Ganymede to trade. People, drugs, supplies, anything and everything got passed under the tables here. I’d met Fran on Ganymede, accidentally saved her ass. She’d needed a get away and my second had just quit. Fran had fluttered her lashes, thrusting her chest in my face, and had led me by my dick until I’d said yes. It had taken me one system jump to make a move on her and for her to slap me down. We’d pretty much been dancing to the same tune since. If it was a girl thing, I could let it go, but she’d fucked a string of guys in a string of ports. Me? Nothing. Another guy might have taken that kinda shit personally.


      “Caleb?”


      I looked up, drawn out of my thoughts, and smiled at the familiar face. Jesse. I couldn’t forget her name; she’d made me say it while we’d fucked senseless. She eased her enhanced body onto the chair next to mine. Jesse had once been beautiful, or so I told myself, but life on Ganymede had eaten away at her beauty, and her artificial enhancements hadn’t helped none. She’d gained a scar on her smooth cheek since I’d last seen her. For her not to get it fixed meant she was down on credit and probably looking for tricks. I was easy game and we both knew it.


      “Hello there, Captain. I sure didn’t expect to see you back here so soon.” She spoke slowly, drawing her voice out like pulling silk through her fingers.


      “Couldn’t stay away.”


      She combed her hair back, sweeping it over her shoulders. A stirring started low in my balls as my thoughts wandered to where this conversation was inevitably going. Jesse was good at her work, so good she charged more than most of the girls working the crowd.


      She walked her fingers up my arm. “How’s life in the black?”


      “It’s ...”


      She leaned in and slipped her hand under the table, setting it gently on my thigh.


      I cleared my throat. “Worse in some places, better in others.”


      When I lifted my gaze, her elegant face and deliberate doe eyes filled my vision.


      “I always wanted to see it … the black.”


      “It’s erm …” Her fingers kneaded into muscle, just on the sweet side of pain. “It all looks the—”


      She pinched my thigh, sending a sharp jolt up my leg.


      “Whoa. Okay.”


      “I know how you like it. That’s why you’re here, right?”


      “Yes, I mean … not exactly.” I swallowed; even I needed a little foreplay. “New scar?”


      The way she stilled and immediately touched her fingers to her cheek made me instantly regret mentioning it.


      “I have a little problem,” she purred, smoothly slipping back into her role.


      “You do, huh?” My gaze flicked back to the bar, where I’d last seen the synth and her “date,” but they’d both vanished. Shit. Even the machine was getting action.


      “You remember Philip?”


      Her pimp, Bruno’s second, and an all-round asshole. I didn’t answer. Jesse was clearly going somewhere with this, and I wouldn’t like it.


      “I want you to fix him.”


      The aim of this little jaunt to Ganymede had been to keep my head down. Fixing could involve anything from threatening her pimp to dumping his body out an airlock, and it was the last thing I wanted to get involved in. People paid me to fix the problems they’d rather fleet not hear about. I only knew of one way to fix a leech like Philip.


      “I can pay.”


      Shit. “How much?”


      Her fingers pulsed against my thigh and eased high enough to make me shift in my seat.


      “Twenty now, twenty five next time you swing back around this way.”


      She pulled her seat closer so her knees touched my leg and altered the position of her hand. I leaned back against my seat, hand curled around my glass, and let her work me over.


      “I’ll throw in a few freebie sessions,” she whispered close to my ear. The flutter of her breath against my skin and the thought of what those freebie sessions might entail very quickly derailed my already scant common sense and sprinkled delicious shivers down my spine.


      The money, the sex—fuck knew I needed both. Her offer was mighty tempting. Why couldn’t she have asked me the next time I dropped by Ganymede, when I had the time and inclination to help her out?


      “If I do this, I won’t be able to dock in Ganymede—” She squeezed and circled her hand around my cock as much as the flight suit allowed. Fuck. What was I saying?


      “C’mon, Caleb. You know I’m good for it.” She was practically sitting in my lap. Every word she whispered against my ear coiled need way down low. Thoughts of what I wanted those lips wrapped around chased away every single reason I had not to help her.


      “Another time, Jesse. I could—”


      She curled her other hand around mine and tugged me out of my chair. I snatched up my bottle and let her lead me through the crowd, out the backdoor, and into an alley. The Ganymede air smelled like rot and mildew. My head spun, swirling my thoughts with it. Jesse splayed a hand over my chest and pushed me back against the wall. Her other hand made quick work of ducking inside my flight suit.


      “C’mon, Cale.” She smashed her mouth against mine and drove her tongue in.


      Bottle still clutched in one hand, I sank my other hand into her hair and kissed her back. She tasted like wine and smoke and something sickly sweet, but I was far beyond rational thought and deep into autopilot. Unfortunately, my dick controlled my autopilot and we were about to crash and burn.


      “Say yes,” she whispered.


      “Fuck yes.” Yes, yes, yes. Just get down to business already.


      She dropped to her knees and had me in her expert mouth so damn fast I didn’t know my own fucking name, let alone what I’d just agreed to. Jesse knew the exact right way to close her lips and work her tongue and hand all together so that I forgot about the fuckin’ synth, fleet, my brother, Chitec—everything, gone. And just for a little while, I forgot the missing year and what it had done to me. I forgot the guilt devouring my fetid soul.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Fifteen: #1001

        

      

    

    
      As I watched the woman lead Captain Shepperd out the back door, I had to wonder how he’d survived into his twenty-four years. Dumb luck, judging by his poor choices. His companion clearly had ulterior motives, but he was far too intoxicated to think beyond his physical needs.


      After I’d extracted myself from the attentions of the man who’d commented on my hair, I’d cruised around the bar, filtering through the information I gained from the people I passed. Automatic facial recognition had flagged several high-profile fugitives while the rest of the crowd had consisted mainly of drifters with no fixed addresses. I’d absorbed the data, letting it breeze through background processes until it snagged on Shepperd’s name. With my interest piqued, I’d woven through the crowd to hone in on the conversation, mentally muting all other auditory input. I hadn’t needed to see the couple to hear them, and had leaned against a grubby wall panel. The guy in the green jacket had talked of credits, rates, and how much the woman’s time was worth.


      She’d replied softly and then had peeled away to join Shepperd. Judging by the captain’s greeting, he’d known what—or who—he was getting into.


      They left and I would have let it go, but the green-jacket man she’d left behind spoke quickly and in hushed tones to a second beside him. Tension pulled his tone tight. His heart drummed quickly, artificially elevated. I turned my head and stole a quick glance through the crowd. His racing heart rate likely had more to do with drug use than fear or excitement, especially when combined with his darting gaze and overly dilated pupils. His jacket hung open, barely concealing two pistols.


      “Bruno don’t care a spec about Shepperd,” he said. “He’ll find another smuggler; it’s not like they’re rare.” He chuckled like a snuffling animal. “I reckon Chitec will pay good credit for him. Go ‘round back. Jesse will have him distracted. I want you t—”


      Loud music kicked in, momentarily surging through my skull and cutting off the rest of the conversation, but I’d heard enough.


      I left by the front door, stepping out onto the artificially lit streets. Orange light licked over me until I ducked into the shadows and jogged down a narrow side alley. Trash littered the ground, and with no wind to sweep it up, it would probably stay where it had fallen for months. Most of the wall from the neighboring building had collapsed. I sidestepped around the rubble, light on my feet, and then ducked behind a partially crumbled wall where I could see down the alley behind the bar.


      Shepperd was leaning against the back wall of Tinkerbelle’s, head back, eyes closed, and a hand in the woman’s hair to control the pace while she serviced him. A ripple of something dark and cool coiled inside me. My temp sensors didn’t flag any spikes; all systems were optimal. Ignoring the odd sensation, I gripped the broken bricks and watched. By Shepperd’s slightly parted lips and his rapid breathing, he was clearly too lost in the woman’s pleasure to notice the two men approaching from the opposite end of the alley. One carried a two-by-four punched with nails, and the other some kind of rounded stick, heavier at one end than the other.


      A scuff from behind was all the warning I needed. I whirled around and drove my right fist forward. The punch landed in the man’s gut, doubling him over. He grunted right before I fisted my hand in his hair, spun him, and slammed him face first into the wall. Bone shattered, the impact reverberating up my arm. Blood burst from his nose. I dropped him and jumped over the crumbled half-wall. He’d live, maybe.


      The two men had already torn the woman off of Shepperd. He staggered, slurred a few words, and held out a hand. Aggression quivered through the men’s muscles and blazed in their eyes. They were going to beat him and possibly kill him.


      “Don’t hurt him!” The woman stumbled backward, dabbing at a cut on her face with her hand. “It’s my fault. I asked him.”


      I can’t let this happen. I am #1001, and I follow orders. Captain Shepperd will not die here. <fault> You will kill this man. Do you understand, #1001?


      Shepperd is mine. I broke into a run.


      The men lunged. Shepperd smashed a bottle against the wall and brandished the jagged neck. “C’mon, fuckers. The least you could’ve done is let the bitch finish.”


      They saw me then and smiled. I smiled right back and tackled the nearest one around the waist. I slammed him hard against the wall. Dust showered down on us. He oomphed a cry and tried to bring the butt of his makeshift weapon down on my skull. I jerked sideways, the club glancing off my shoulder. That had been his one chance; now it was my turn. I head-butted his nose, blocked the sensory pain alerts, and blinked his blood from my eyes. He choked, gurgling on his own blood, fell to his knees, and heaved up the contents of his stomach.


      A hand touched my arm. I spun, right fist drawn back, and found myself peering into Shepperd’s wide eyes. <fault> You will kill this man. Do you understand, #1001?


      “I understand.” My crystal clear voice carried down the alleyway until the background sounds of Ganymede swallowed it. Fault, fault, fault. This is wrong. I am not designed for this. This isn’t me. Not me. Not me.


      Shepperd exhaled and swallowed hard. “Are we good?”


      Orders pushed inside my thoughts, fighting for control. I ignored them and did nothing but look into his eyes. Don’t … let … me… go. “I …”


      He glanced at my raised fist. “Stand down, One Thousand And One.”


      I lowered my hand, straightened, and flicked my fingers out. The two attackers writhed around us. He’d dropped the other one, or the woman had. She was standing by the rear door of the bar, hand pressed to the wound on her face, eyes wide with fear.


      “She’ll talk.”


      “No, she won’t.” Shepperd slipped his hand around mine. I looked down. His warm and surprisingly gentle touch sent a quiver of pleasure through me. “Come on.”


      He pulled and I followed, letting him lead me away from the alley, from the bar, from the woman, and from the men I could have killed.


      You will kill this man. You follow orders. You will only ever have one: to kill.


      “You saved me back there,” Shepperd said, walking me up Starscream’s ramp.


      I yanked my hand from his, ignored his frown, and shoved past him. I had to rest, to clear my head, to reset my protocols. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t me. I’m not a killer. I am Number One Thousand And One, and I don’t want this.


      

      


      <Fault: command executed. Fault located. Failsafe disabled. Protocols breached. Reset in three, two, one>


      


      What are they doing? This isn’t right. We shouldn’t have come. I’m sorry, so sorry. This is my fault


      


      Don’t let them do this. Don’t let this happen. Please, Caleb. Please—


      


      Don’t


      


      Let


      


      Me


      


      Go


      


      <Reboot initialized. Reset failed. Failsafe disabled. Protocols breached. Recovery recommended. Attempt 3 initialized>


      


      I used to believe stars were wishes, that if we reached them, our dreams would come true. But the stars will always be out of reach, and no amount of dreaming will capture them. I wish … I wish we had more time. I wish we had forever. I wish you loved me. Don’t let me go.


      <Reboot failed. Reset failed. Failsafe disabled. Protocols breached. Recovery recommended>


      When I awoke and touched my fingertips to my face, they came away wet with cool tears.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Sixteen: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Someone kicked me in the leg. “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.”


      A groan peeled from my lips. I rolled onto my back and rested my forearm over my eyes, blocking out the razor blades of light. I couldn’t hear the engines, which meant we were docked somewhere. Ganymede. Oh yeah. Repairs. Bruno. Tink’s bar. Jesse— Oh, man, Jesse; the things she could do with her tongue— Fuck. The alley. The synth.


      “Where’s the synth?” I cracked one eye open and peeked below my hand at Fran, now seated in the rec room booth, boots up on the table. A bowl of dry cereal was nestled in her hand. She’d braided her hair and had draped the tail of it over her shoulder. She looked clean and bright and far too enthusiastic. Her smile, though, was all poisonous irony.


      “Last I saw, you dragged her in bloodied and white as the fleet uniform.”


      I heaved my upper body upright, swung my legs off the couch, and hunched forward, burying my face in my hands while the world spun.


      “The worst of it is that I didn’t drink enough to forget it.”


      I smelled of blood, sex and booze. My stomach heaved. Oh Jesus.


      “Anyone been asking after me?” I rubbed a hand through my filthy hair and down the back of my neck, squinting through a looming headache. “Any mention of … a brawl?”


      “Nope.”


      Thank fuck for that. Finally, the universe had granted me a break. “How about you come over here and give me a massage?”


      “How about a pay raise?”


      I’d mentioned paying her for certain privileges once. She’d cut the hot water feed to my shower, tossed my alcohol out the airlock, and cut one arm off my flight suit. Just one arm. Who did that shit? So the comment I had on my lips about doubling her wage if she’d double her services withered and died on my tongue. My mouth definitely tasted as though something had died in it.


      “What happened?” she asked.


      “Which bit? The part where I agreed to fix Jesse’s pimp, or the part where the synth went loco and nearly killed said pimp’s hired muscle?”


      Fran froze and frowned. “The synth did what? Why?”


      “I have no idea. She came out of nowhere, like some fuckin’ ghost, and dropped a guy twice as big and three times as heavy as her in about three seconds.” I slumped back into the couch. “You should’ve seen it. It was pretty fuckin’ brutal. She slammed the guy into a wall and head-butted him. He dropped like a stone, coughing up broken bits of his insides. I didn’t think synths could do that. They have a failsafe to stop them from derailing.”


      She dug a spoon around in her cereal. “I told you: she’s different.”


      “She’s broken is what she is. I want her gone. All the major repairs need to be done in the next eight hours, and then we’re off this frozen rock.” I got to my feet and staggered toward the door.


      “And what about Jesse’s pimp?”


      “I’ll deal with it.” I had no idea how or when and filed that one away for when I didn’t have a pounding headache.


      I managed two steps outside the rec bay before Fran’s voice caught up with me. “The commander dropped by. I told him you were passed out on the couch. He’ll meet you at Tink’s later.”


      Would wonders never cease? First the fight had gone unreported, and next my brother had decided we weren’t done. It must have been my lucky day.


      I dragged my sorry ass back to my cabin, stripped off, and stepped into the shower. I could wash off the blood and dirt, but no amount of washing could get under my skin to clean those fucked up parts in me. I leaned an arm against the cool steel shower edges and bowed my head under the pitiful jets of water. The alley, the synth—it could have been worse. She could have killed them. Had I been sober, I could have too.


      The first time I’d killed a man, I’d been three days in Asgard. It had been coming from the moment they’d opened the gates and had shoved me inside. Kill or be killed. That place wasn’t real. It was hell. I had to fight to eat, to drink, to live. There were no human beings left in Asgard, just animals. I’d done what I’d had to. After a while, I’d stopped caring. Even longer, I’d started liking it. What kind of fucked up man enjoys hell?


      I tilted my head back and let the water spill over my face and through my hair, letting it wash the stink of Ganymede off me.


      “I’d invite you in, but there ain’t much room in here as it is.” I’d felt her eyes on me but had let it go. Fran would have sauntered right on in; she wasn’t the type to hide behind doors. The synth however? I’d figured it was her. I wouldn’t have pegged her as the type to watch, but #1001 was turning out to be full of surprises.


      I turned my head. Through the rolling steam and condensation I could just make out the flash of her bright eyes and the shiver of silvery hair.


      Well, okay then.


      If I hadn’t been so hungover, I’d have given her a show, maybe warmed up some of those cold circuits of hers. She watched for a while, probably getting a good look at the old scars on my back. The cause of those wouldn’t be in my dataprint either. I bet the riddle that was me screwed with her neat little thought processes. By the time I felt halfway to human again and stepped out of the shower, she was gone.


      I dressed, downed a few painkillers, and set about monitoring the engineers crawling over Starscream’s rear section, where my brother’s warbird had chewed into her. Before long, I was up the scaffolding, elbow deep in flux cables and grease. If I focused on repairs, I wouldn’t have to focus on Jesse’s request, or how if it hadn’t been for #1001, I’d likely be in a Ganymede med bay, grounded for weeks. She’d arrived right on time. Given how I didn’t believe in luck, I guessed she’d been watching me then too, which begged the question: Why?


      “I should explain.”


      I jumped and smacked my head on the top of the inspection alcove.


      “Dammit!” I jerked free, out of the crawl space. “Are you psychic now too?”


      “No.” She stood ramrod straight, arms relaxed at her sides, and looked over Starscream’s panels. “Why?”


      I snatched up a rag and wiped it over my hands and forearms, cleaning the worst of the grime off. Telling the synth I’d been thinking about her sounded wrong, especially after our little voyeuristic session. “Explain what? Why you were treating yourself to some eye candy?”


      Her eyes widened and her lips parted a sliver before her neutral expression took over. What would it take to unsettle her?


      “Hey, I’m not judging. We all have our guilty pleasures, right?”


      She tilted her head. “I heard your name mentioned in the bar and suspected the woman had ulterior motives.”


      And there I was thinking I could ruffle her synthetic feathers. Clearly it would take much more to get a rise out of her. “Go on.”


      “She spoke to a man at length before sitting with you.”


      “Describe him.”


      “Slim, light blonde hair. He spoke quickly and his heart rate remained elevated. Heavily dilated pupils suggested drug use. He was wearing a green jacket and carrying two concealed pistols.”


      Bruno’s second, and the man Jesse had wanted me to fix. The fact they’d been talking wasn’t unusual. He knew I was a past client and had probably asked her to pump me for credit—literally. “Anything else?”


      She dropped her gaze to the scattering of tools on the scaffolding around me, and then at the inspection space I’d been waist-deep in. “There was mention of Chitec.”


      “Chitec, huh? Wherever I go those bastards muscle in.”


      “Do you have a history with Chitec?”


      I almost answered her. She had a way of asking sharp questions with an innocent look on her face, as though she had no idea how cutting those questions were. She knew my dataprint. She knew I didn’t have an official history with Chitec, besides allegedly selling their weapons. I turned away and admired the gaping hole in Starscream’s hull. “How much do you know about Chitec?”


      “Chitec is a intra-system trillion credit corporation. Its headquarters occupy most of the Janus orbit-station. The company develops, manufactures, and licenses commercial technology, weapons technology, and the ever-after program. All departments defer to the philanthropist, inventor, and magnate, CEO Chen Hung—”


      Blah, blah, blah. I picked up a flux clamp and eyed the inspection space. “You sound like you’re reading from a screen.”


      “I’m recalling their file.”


      “Can’t you add a little personality? Spice it up a bit.”


      “Would that better suit your limited attention span?”


      I grinned and glimpsed her smile before she could hide it. Sometimes, when I looked at her—or rather, caught her watching me—a spark of something would flash in her analyzing eyes. Something deeper than measurements and coding. It’d be easy to let my guard down, to think she was a flesh and blood human.


      “Help me with these repairs, would you?” I asked, holding her gaze.


      “Yes, Caleb.”


      She’d not called me by my name before. It felt personal and unsettling as though it held significance. I ducked inside the inspection space and pushed the thought aside. It didn’t matter. In a few hours, Fran and I would be plain sailing toward the system gate, on our way toward Mimir, and I’d be leaving all this Chitec, synth, Jesse, and fleet mindfuckery behind.


      “You have a nice ass.” She emphasized the word nice.


      I spluttered a laugh inside the crawl space. Now that was definitely sarcasm; she’d thrown my nice comment from the night before right back at me. “Hand me the O-ring clamp.”


      I reached back and caught her crooked smile as she handed over the clamp.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Seventeen: #1001

        

      

    

    
      These shivers and skitters I’d been experiencing—I knew them. I felt them: Excitement. Nerves. Fear. It shouldn’t have been happening, but that didn’t change the fact that these sensations were happening, and I liked them. I studied them, poked at them, relished them, and sought out ways to summon them, like spying on Shepperd in the shower.


      While Shepperd worked on Starscream and I handed over the relevant tools, I couldn’t help but recall how I’d seen him earlier. When I allowed my thoughts to linger on my memory of him naked, a curious lick of something pleasurable flitted low. He had a tribal tattoo on the curve of his lower back—a fox with nine tails. While he’d been showering, I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off it. And then there had been the rest of him. Every time I recalled how the water had gathered and trickled in rivulets down his back, I lost my ability to think. My normal thought processes were there, but then I’d remember how he’d reached up to ease his fingers through his air, and how the water had played over his arms, licking over his taut muscles, and my thought processes would vanish.


      Shepperd had to ask me more than once for something from the toolbox. These sensations, these feelings, they were infuriating, and yet my internal systems registered nothing unusual. That had to be wrong. When I wanted to find a fault, there were none. So I deliberately turned my thoughts away from how the sight of him naked made me feel, to the scars I’d seen. They were childhood scars; his body had matured around them. Considering the conversation I’d overheard him having with his brother, my initial assumption was that his father had inflicted them. Caleb’s father’s data file didn’t amount to anything more than a sorry tale of a man who’d lost his wife to cancer. Cancer was curable, if you had enough credit. The Shepperds hadn’t. From the moment his mother had died, the family had fragmented. Dozens of dataprint files detailed his father’s altercations with the Earth Police Alliance. The Shepperd brothers had often been caught outside after curfew, almost as though they’d preferred to spend their time in lockup than at home. But the kids had cleaned up. Whether they’d done it because of outside influences or by their own accords, they’d started excelling in school. Both were gifted. Fleet had taken an interest in the older brother and had offered Brendan a bursary. Caleb’s had come two years later, two years too late if the increase in med bay stays were any indication of his treatment during that time.


      “Hey, synth? You still there?” Shepperd called from inside the crawl space. “The nine mil, can you hand it over?”


      I obliged, handing him the wrench.


      “Listen, when we’re done here, why don’t you take yourself on a tour of Ganymede? I’ll meet you by the PA’s—the Port Authority’s office—before we fly out.”


      I moistened my lips and swallowed. “I will.”


      He was lying and clearly thought hiding his face would fool me. I already had a reading of his steady heartbeat, and while it took a lot to excite his hardened heart, I’d learned which of his words were truth and which were lies. He intended to leave me on Ganymede—him and Fran both. I wouldn’t let that happen. I wasn’t finished.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Eighteen: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I joined Fran at a booth in Tink’s. The bar wasn’t nearly as busy as when I’d nearly had my ass handed to me out back. A few locals sneered in my direction. I’d have preferred to get lost in the crowd again, but that wasn’t going to happen.


      “Repairs are done. We need to get moving and soon,” I said quietly.


      Fran tipped her glass of something rust-yellow in my direction. “Tell that to your brother.”


      Bren was late. I’d checked the permanently orange-lit boardwalks outside for any sign of him with no luck. No sign of the synth either. I’d told her I’d meet her by the port authority’s office before we left, making sure to hide the lie on my face by busying myself inside the inspection space. She’d bought it. Vital repairs were complete, and I was more than ready to burn out of Ganymede. I just had two minor issues to clear up: my brother and Jesse.


      Fran tasted her drink, but her eyes stayed on me.


      “What?”


      “Just go talk to her and we’ll boost out of here. Screw your brother.”


      She looked as cool and calm as she always did, but she was feeling the itch to leave the same as me. “You’re right.”


      “I’m always right, genius.”


      After I asked at the bar about Jesse, the bartender pinged her comm and served me a drink. Every second I waited, sitting at the bar like a chump, the uneasiness I’d experienced during my conversation with the synth worked its way under my skin. Something about our little chat wasn’t sitting easy. My instincts had kept me alive in Asgard and those same instincts were telling me to get the fuck off Ganymede and back-in-black like I had pirates on my tail. Much of my uneasiness centered on the damn synth.


      “Caleb, I’m sorry. I didn’t know he would do that.” Jesse leaned against the bar. “He said to just distract you. That’s all.”


      I lifted my gaze from my drink to tell her I wouldn’t be helping her with her problem, but the words died when I saw the violent bloom of black and blue bruises plastered across the entire right side of her face. Cold rage pushed reason aside. He’d beaten her.


      I’d kill him.


      Jesse swallowed and closed her eyes. “Cale, please.” Her lashes fluttered. “Don’t say no.”


      Say no. Just fuckin’ say the word and get out of here. “Where is he?”


      She snapped her eyes open. “What are you going to do?”


      “Fix him.”


      “Cale”—she lowered her voice—“not like this.”


      “You wanted him fuckin’ fixed, now tell me where the fuck he is.”


      She searched my eyes but wouldn’t find any mercy in them. “He’s upstairs.”


      I moved to leave. She caught my arm, just enough to stop me. “Wait. You can’t do this yet. We need to have a plan or Bruno’ll come after me.”


      Fran was inbound, her fierce expression warning me that I had little time to get this done. I faced Jesse and pressed my hand against her unharmed cheek. She didn’t deserve this life, but few people in the nine systems deserved the lives they were trapped in. I wasn’t one of them. She leaned into my touch as though savoring it. I wasn’t worth savoring.


      I drew her in close, as if I meant to kiss her, and whispered, “I want you to transfer twenty of those funds to my account. Use the rest to get yourself off this rock. Do it now.”


      She blinked too-bright eyes. “Take me with you.”


      “I can’t.” She opened her mouth, probably to beg, but I cut her off. “You don’t want the heat I’m carrying. Slip away. Do it now. Go.”


      “Cale, I’m sorry.”


      I offered her a hint of an honest smile. “Go, Jess. You don’t wanna be here for what happens next, trust me.”


      She nodded and left by the front entrance, brushing past Fran. I made it a few steps out the back door before Fran circled around and blocked me.


      “If you do this, I quit,” she said, spitting the words through clenched teeth.


      I eyed the fire escape over her shoulder. It snaked up the back of the bar. I could get in and out in minutes. “Get back to the ship. Fire her up. We have clearance. I’ll be there in ten.”


      “Cale …”


      I moved to step around her. She shoved hard against my chest and glared at me, teeth grinding. “You’re about to bring a crap-ton of trouble down on us, and for what? A cheap whore? This is not the time to be a hero.”


      A hero? She was so wrong. “Fran, get out of my way.”


      “No.”


      “For fuck’s sake.” I gave her a shove, intending to push her aside. She gripped my jacket in her fists and would have had me against the wall if I hadn’t grabbed her by the chin, pulling her off balance.


      I clamped my fingers closed, digging into her cheek. “Just be my fucking second, do as you’re fuckin’ ordered, and fly the fuckin’ ship.” I shoved her away.


      She staggered, fury twisting her beautiful features and turning her ugly. What the fuck was her problem? It wasn’t as though we hadn’t been here before. “Two years ago I could have left you here. I didn’t. I’m giving Jesse the same kinda chance I gave you.”


      She breathed hard, straightened, and came at me with murder in her eyes. I reached inside my jacket for my concealed pistol. She lifted her hands, clamped my face between them, and pulled me into a furious kiss, attacking me with her mouth. Her lips were warm and wet, her tongue teasing and invasive. Adrenalin surged alongside aggression, creating a potent mix. I swept an arm around her back and yanked her close. She arched into me, curving her body against mine, so deliciously soft. She kissed with her body, with everything she had, and it damn well sucker punched me in the gut, stealing my breath and thoughts. When she pulled back, I let her, because I had no idea what to think or say or do. That had been real.


      “If you’re not back in ten—” The tip of her tongue traced her upper lip. “Starscream’s mine.”


      She turned with a flick of her braid and walked away, returning to the bar. It was only when the door swung shut that I breathed again. A shudder tumbled from my head to my toes. Torn between going after her and finishing what I’d started, I stepped toward the bar and stopped. Maybe that was her plan? Dump a mind-numbing kiss on me in the hope I’d follow her home like a good little puppy. Fuck that. I gave myself a few seconds to focus, then started up the fire escape.


      

      


      Asgard was where people were sent to die. I’d survived. But to survive, I’d left a piece of myself there. I’d left the part that cares, the part that feels. Maybe even a part of my wretched soul.


      I barely remember killing Philip. Once inside that room above Tink’s, the raw, most basic of human instincts had kicked in. It’d felt good to be the one in control, the one with the power. He’d deserved it. One less fucker in the nine systems.


      When it was over, I staggered toward the door. My boots slipped in the blood. I tried to hook my pistol back into its holster and missed; I tried again and managed it the second time. For a few seconds, the walls tilted and the floor tipped. My heart hammered. I fell against the wall and stayed there, flexing my trembling right hand. Ragged cuts grazed my knuckles. Hot pain throbbed through my hand and up my arm. I pushed against the wall and tried to move forward. I’ll be okay in a second. Just get back to Starscream.


      That’s when I heard shouted orders being barked—fleet, downstairs in the bar. I snatched my pistol free and cursed as my fingers slipped on the blood-covered grip.


      I walked past the beaten body, back to the window, and ducked outside. The Ganymede’s air stank of decay and corruption. I wanted off this fuckin’ rock. I made it down the fire escape and broke into a jog. If I circled around, I could get back to the repair hangar, to Fran and Starscream. How long had it been? Fran wouldn’t leave. Shit, who was I kidding? She’d leave me high and dry to save her own ass. Hammering boots echoed down the alley. I pushed myself flat into a doorway, pistol ready.


      “Cale…?”


      “Bren?” I stepped out. “Where you been man? Fleet—”


      Bren stood in front of a line of six fleet ground soldiers. All of them were dressed in body armor, right up to the gills. Their steel-like eyes glared at me through their visors. They aimed their rifles, locked and loaded. My brother, back in his fleet uniform, had the balls to look sorry, as if this were some sort of cosmic accident, because it couldn’t be his fault.


      “Caleb—”


      “Save it.” I lifted my hands.


      “Just come in easy. No trouble?”


      Disgust and disappointment sat heavily in my gut. My own brother had just royally fucked me. “You’re just like Dad, huh?”


      He grimaced as if the thought sickened him and looked away. Good.


      “Drop the pistol.” One of the soldiers barked, his voice muffled by his helmet.


      I dropped the pistol.


      “Kick it closer.”


      I gave it a kick in their direction.


      “Arm your weapons.”


      “Whoa, boys.” A nervous smile flicked across my lips. “No need to get aggressive.”


      They shouldered their rifles in unison, eyes piercing. This wasn’t an arrest; it was a firing squad.


      Bren turned. “Wait. Don’t—”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Nineteen: #1001

        

      

    

    
      “You know how to hold a gun?” Fran and I stood in Starscream’s cargo hold, a box of weapons cracked open in front of us. She handed me a Chitec semiautomatic pulse rifle. “Take it.”


      I took the gun and weighed it in my hands. It felt good, solid, comforting. I lifted the rifle, checked the magazine, rammed it back into place, and smiled at Fran. “Yes, I know how to hold a gun.”


      She blinked and hesitated. I remembered my smile, considered hiding it, but let it grow instead.


      “Okay then.” She cleared her throat and collected her own gun. “I’m not sure whether I should be afraid of you or turned on. Caleb told me you beat the shit out of someone. That means your failsafe isn’t functioning. Am I right?”


      “Yes.”


      “And your protocols?”


      “Disabled.”


      She shouldered her rifle. “That’s what I thought. Someone at Chitec has been playing with their toys. We’ll worry about why later. Right now, I need some of that synth brand of crazy. Fleet are closing in on Caleb, and we’re getting him back.”


      

      


      The Ganymede boardwalks were clear. It seemed we’d been the only ones unaware of fleet’s arrival until it was too late. Fran and I entered the alley behind the line of fleet soldiers. Commander Shepperd stood in the firing line, and behind him, Caleb stood with his hands raised.


      “Wait! Don’t—” The commander’s voice echoed.


      He’s mine.


      I opened fire, strafing the soldiers’ legs. They went down like a line of dominos. It was almost too easy. A slippery touch of excitement trickled through my systems. I wanted more. I looked for Caleb and found him on his knees. Was he hurt? One of the squad groped for a gun. I kicked the weapon away and did the same for any others conscious enough to try and retaliate. They would all live to identify us. It would be cleaner if we killed them. <fault>Protocols breached. Failsafe disabled.<fault>


      Fran rushed forward and clasped Shepperd’s forearm, yanking him back to his feet. “You hurt?”


      He shoved her off and managed a few steps before dropping to a knee beside his brother’s motionless body.


      I scanned Caleb’s vital signs. He was wounded but not seriously so. His brother hadn’t been as lucky. The commander’s heart was racing. His breath came in rapid snatches. He wouldn’t last long without medical help.


      “He’s alive.” I shouldered the rifle and crouched beside Caleb. The smell of blood saturated the air. Deep red blood splatters marred the commander’s stark white coat and pale face. I rolled him onto his back, revealing a pool of blood. “We need to get him to a med bay immediately.”


      Caleb stared. He breathed slowly, carefully, teeth clenched. His hands trembled in his lap. Blood oozed from his grated knuckles. Dried splatters of it dashed his face.


      “Caleb? Tell me where the med bay is and I’ll get him there.”


      “Leave him.” He stood, blinked quickly, and glanced at the soldiers writhing in pain where they’d fallen. “Just leave him.” He stumbled back. “Leave all of them.” He retrieved his pistol and started walking toward the main boardwalk. “Let’s go.”


      “Cale, no,” Fran called. “Your brother?”


      I scooped the commander into my arms and lifted him with me as I stood. Fran cursed. The plea for help, so clear on her face, scattered nervous ripples through my synthetic muscles.


      “Tell me where,” I said.


      “A few streets down.” She rushed the words out. “You’ll see the green cross. It’s not far.”


      “Leave him!” Cale whirled. “If we take him to a med bay, they’ll hold us. We need to leave. Now.” His glare burned like dry ice. “Do you think he’d save us? He brought them here!”


      The commander’s warm blood soaked through my clothes. “He’ll die. Is that what you want?”


      Cale lifted his chin. A sneer tightened his lips. His face, always bright with a hint of a smile or irony, shifted in a way I hadn’t seen from him before; it twisted with disgust and turned him into someone else, someone dangerous. “Take him then and go.”


      Fran left my side and jogged to Cale. She said something softly, her tone pleading. She wasn’t trying to save the commander; she was trying to save Caleb. If he let his brother die in this alley, he’d never forgive himself.


      “Just go, synth!” Caleb shouted. “Get the fuck out of—” His face darkened.


      Fran’s eyes widened. She swore and backed up.


      I knew why when I heard marching boots closing in from behind me.


      “Shoot to disable, not destroy,” a woman’s calm voice ordered. She issued orders with precision. I knew because I’d heard that voice before. You will kill this man. Do you understand, #1001?


      I turned, the commander still limp in my arms. Soldiers spilled into the alley. Among them stood the woman who’d disabled my failsafe, who’d issued the kill order. “Hello, One Thousand And One.”


      She wore Chitect gray. Her coat and clothes were so gray that they leached the colors around her. Her crimson nail polish matched the red of her lips. Doctor Leanne Grossman.


      She had the power to reset my fault, to set me back on the path I’d deviated from, to make me cold. I turned my head toward Caleb and Fran as they backed away. If I dropped the commander, I might make it, but he’d die. <fault> Don’t. Let. Me. Go.<fault>


      “Caleb …” I lifted my voice, letting it sail over the noise of the approaching soldiers. “Don’t let me go.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      “Cale, move!”


      Fran’s fingers slipped around my arm and pulled. My shoulder throbbed where a bullet had clipped me, but the pain meant nothing compared to the agony of the synth’s words: Don’t let me go. The memories screamed through my thoughts, whirling like madness. I saw it all again. Her tears. How she’d begged me over and over: Don’t let me go, Caleb. Don’t let him do this.


      The synth’s eyes flashed a cool blue. Those words. The memories. It couldn’t be her. It couldn’t …


      The fleet troops tore my brother’s limp body from her arms, kicked her legs out from under her, and then she was gone, buried among fleet men and women.


      “What the fuck’s wrong with you?” Fran yelled. “C’mon. Now!”


      I fell into a jog and then a run.


      It can’t be her.


      They were just words—a coincidence. We made it back to the repair hangar as fleet opened fire behind us. Fran lay down enough suppressive fire for us to get inside Starscream and close the doors. Once the hold was sealed, nothing could get inside without cutting gear.


      On the bridge, Fran fired up Starscream’s systems as fleet swarmed over the hangar. They could surround us all they liked; they weren’t getting in. I dropped into my seat and flicked the switch to reveal all of Starscream’s hidden weapons. The ship groaned and the soldiers backed away. Good.


      “Cale, don’t …” Fran cut me a horrified glance as though I might open fire on them, actually carving through our fleet audience and killing them all.


      “I’m not gonna fire. Fuck, I’m not that crazy. I’m just showing them what we’ve got.”


      She boosted the engines and Starscream grumbled. Through the window, I watched fleet withdraw. They’d be chargrilled if they stayed in the hangar.


      “Port control are denying us airspace,” Fran said.


      “We’ll risk it. If there’s something bigger than us up there, you can fly us around it, right?”


      She huffed a laugh. “Aye, aye, Cap’n.”


      Starscream shuddered and lifted off the hangar floor. The repair scaffolding collapsed, leaving one hell of a mess behind.


      “They’re refusing to open the hangar doors.”


      I leaned over the controls and craned my neck. The overhead hangar doors were still locked in place. Shit. I picked up the comms. “This is Captain Caleb Shepperd of the Starscream Independent tug. Number six-zero-six requesting you open the fuckin’ hangar doors or we’ll punch right through. Over.”


      “Captain Shepperd,” Bruno’s deep voice poured into my ear like poison. “You don’t want to make an enemy of me.”


      I laughed, not sounding entirely sane, and figured I’d go with it. I’d earned some crazy. “It’s too late for that, don’t you think? I’ve got a hold full of your sweet, and I will make the delivery. I always finish the job. But you gotta let me go first. If we have to do this the hard way, maybe I’ll just take your sweet and sell it on elsewhere.”


      “If you breach those doors, you’ll put this port out of commission for weeks.” He sounded mildly irritated, as if this minor inconvenience had pissed on his parade.


      “Then I suggest you open them.”


      Starscream hovered under the control of Fran’s expert hands. Perspiration glistened on her face. At low altitudes, Starscream was a bitch to control. If Fran twitched or lost concentration…. Well, the space inside the hangar wasn’t large enough to accommodate an out of control tug.


      “Your whore, Jesse, didn’t get out in time. We have her right here. Say hello to the fine captain, Jesse.”


      “Cale—”


      They hit Jess once, twice. I heard it all in my earpiece and gripped the flight chair until my bruised hands shook. “You bastard. You’re next. Philip died quickly. You, I’ll take my time with. Carve every inch that fat right off your bones.”


      “You already have a whore. What did you need another one for?”


      Fran twitched and Starscream swayed.


      “Open the doors,” I hissed.


      “I’ll have to console myself with the reward fleet offered me for the capture of the synth you were harboring. Oh, and Jesse? She’s my new favorite.”


      I yanked the comm free and threw it at the window. “Breach the doors.”


      Fran didn’t argue. Rumbles quivered through the ship as Fran engaged all thrusters. Debris whirled outside the observation window, smothering our view.


      “Doors opening,” Fran reported through clenched teeth. “It’s gonna be close.”


      I gripped my seat and closed my eyes, putting my trust in Fran. She’d do it. There was no better pilot in the nine systems. Starscream’s rumbling engines roared. The entire ship trembled. I wondered whether the synth had saved my brother.


      Don’t let me go.


      I squeezed my eyes tighter and focused on the pain burning through my arm. Breathe in, breathe out. Don’t think about it—about her.


      “We’re free.”


      The star-speckled black beckoned through the window. “Punch it. Set a course for the jump gate. I want out of this fuckin’ system.”


      I shot out of my chair, staggered off the bridge, and made it as far as the catwalk before falling against the rail and throwing my guts up.


      

      


      “You’re a fleet captain. You can’t tell me you’re not curious …”


      “I’m not any fleet captain; I’m the best fleet captain there is.”


      “Modest too. Be still my fragile heart …”


      


      “Caleb, I thought you loved me. I thought this meant something. Don’t let me go.”


      


      “Hey.”


      


      “Is this what you want? What happened to our dreams?”


      


      “Hey—”


      


      I opened my eyes and, for a moment, saw her. She smiled in that secret way she used to. Her eyes, she’d had the most beautiful eyes, so innocent and hungry. She couldn’t hide a damn thing from her face, and I wouldn’t have wanted her to. I knew she’d loved me. I’d seen it in her glances, heard it in her whispers, and felt it in her touch.


      “You have a fever.”


      Something pinched my neck and the dream faded, sinking beneath a harsh and ugly reality. I rolled my gaze around the rec bay until the sunlight died and the memory fizzled away to nothing; until just the metal panels, ducting, mismatched furniture, and the ozone smell of tugship remained. Still on Starscream. Still living the nightmare.


      “You just gonna lay there and bleed out?”


      I stretched my good arm behind my head and met Fran’s glare. Worry crowded her guarded eyes.


      “Where are we?” I asked, voice dry.


      “Mimir.”


      The water world. I could live with that, just as long as we were far away from fleet and my brother.


      “Let me take a look at your wound.”


      Gripping the back of the couch, I hauled my battered body upright and fell back against the couch.


      “Give me a second.” My head spun. “I’m not hung over am I?” I clamped my eyes closed and breathed in through my nose. Fran touched my arm, sparking a riot of pain. “Fuck. Ow.”


      “Man up. It’s just a graze. I gave you a heavy dose of meds. You’ll feel right as rain in a few seconds.”


      By the rustle of her clothes, I knew she’d moved back, and cracked an eye open. While I’d been out cold, she’d had time to ditch her flight suit and change into pants and an old white vest. Whatever logo had once been on the front had long ago faded.


      “You’re a letch. Take your fuckin’ shirt off so I can clean your arm.”


      “I wasn’t checking you out, but now that you mention it, you do have a fine rack.”


      She told me where I could go fuck myself but said it with a smile. I managed to work the shirt free without throwing up when my arm ignited in pain. That had to count for something. The meds were kicking in; I wished they’d take the guilt along with the pain.


      Fran’s gaze lingered and roamed, and I’d be damned if I didn’t see her swallow. “Now who’s checking who out?”


      “This is gonna hurt.” She ripped a few antiseptic wipes from a packet, braced an arm over my good shoulder, and leaned over me. The angle brought the tantalizing curve of her neck and shoulder close enough for me to imagine how I might curl my tongue—


      Needles of pain punched me in the arm. “Jesus. What is that, acid?”


      “Sit still. It’ll go numb in a minute.”


      I dropped my head back and stared up at the curved rec bay roof while Fran cleaned the wound.


      Don’t let me go.


      Those words didn’t mean a damn thing; they were just four little words. The synth couldn’t have known what had happened. Just dumb luck that she’d said those words, right then. It didn’t matter now. We’d left #1001 in our vapor trails, back where she belonged, with Chitec.


      “Who’s Haley?”


      My heart stuttered. I measured my breathing and locked my gaze on the ceiling, where Fran couldn’t see the truth in my eyes. “Who?”


      She finished wrapping my arm—now numb around the shoulder and tingly near my hand—and busied herself with clearing the med kit away. At least I assumed that was what she was doing. I wasn’t about to look at her just in case she’d catch the hint of fear that the name had summoned. In a few seconds, I’d get myself under control. I just needed a little time to forget.


      “It definitely sounded like Haley. You mumbled it while you were out.”


      “Don’t know.”


      “Huh.” She said “huh” the way she might have said “bullshit.”


      I lowered my gaze and found her watching me.


      “Well,” she began, and I knew I wouldn’t like this, “I took the liberty of looking Haley up.” She came forward with purpose in her stride, straddled my thighs, and placed her arms over my shoulders, fencing me in. “Struck gold when I searched for your name and hers together.”


      “You did, huh?” My heart hammered so fuckin’ loudly she could probably hear it.


      “Socialite Haley Hung, daughter of Chitec’s CEO, Chen Hung. And what do yah know? Fleet’s most decorated young captain, Caleb Shepperd. You were quite the celebrity couple. Chitec and fleet in bed together.” She nipped at my lip, sucked it in, let it spring free, and whispered, “Oh, the gossip …”


      She eased her ass down onto my lap and sat back. Her teeth pinched into her lower lip. I gripped her thigh, intending to push her off, but that order got waylaid and my hand stayed right where it was. An impossible combination of both soft and hard, silk and steel, Fran could seduce one minute and kill the next.


      She reached up, threading her fingers through her hair, and gathered the dark locks over one shoulder. I drank in the sight of her, watched how her muscles flexed, and followed the line of her curves. I could forget myself in those curves. I wanted to. She could feel exactly how much I wanted too, right where my cock strained against my pants.


      She moved in close. Her lavender soap smell ramped up my need, but I kept my hands on her thighs and swallowed hard.


      “I know why you do it,” she said.


      It’d be so easy to taste her, to crush that distance between us. I pressed my lips together and glared into her eyes.


      “The girls, the drink, your work.” Her lips brushed mine, and I almost gave in. “You do it to forget who you were.”


      I eased my hand up her thigh, soaking her warmth into my touch. She was right, about all of it. And right now, she would make a fine distraction.


      She looked back at me, her eyes piercing, and said, “We can forget, together.”


      I wanted to forget. Forget how my brother had turned me in, how I’d left him for dead, and how Chitec loomed in my shadow, and forget the man I’d once been. “Fran, don’t fuck with me, okay? If you wanna do this, stop with the mind games.”


      She shifted her hips, nudging against my cock. I hissed through my teeth and dug my fingers into her thighs, wrenching a sharp gasp from her. If she pushed me too far, there would be no going back, not this time. I didn’t have the energy to play her games, especially considering my throbbing need to throw her down and fuck her deep.


      She bowed her head, brushing her cheek against mine, then her lips found that sensitive spot below my ear and a jolt of raw need shot through me, bucking my hips. I knotted my fingers in her hair and forced her to face me. “Is this what you want?”


      Is this what you want?


      The memory hit me like a slap to the face. The synth … Haley … Is this what you want?


      I gasped, but Fran captured my mouth with hers, and I kissed her back, took her in, and pushed into her, but it wasn’t Fran—not in my head. Maybe, just for a little while, I could pretend I was the good guy, the hero, and I’d gotten the girl. Was that so bad? I tasted cherry; Haley had tasted the same. I gathered her face in my hands and kissed her the way I remembered, as if I hadn’t watched her die. As if the last five years didn’t exist. Her soft lips traced and teased across my mouth. Her hands pushed against my chest, before she slid them around my back and pulled me so damn close that her quivering ignited my own. I’d missed her. I missed her like I was missing a piece of me. For five years I’d been hollow, and in that time all I’d wanted, all I’d dreamed about and wished for, was to have her back and tell her I’d been wrong, that I was sorry.


      The stars will always be out of reach, and no amount of dreaming will capture them.


      I rolled her beneath me on the couch, pushed her vest high, and ran my tongue over her navel, over the places I knew made her groan. She rode her hands down my back, sparking quivers of need every time her nails grazed or her fingers pinched. I was lost, so damn lost. She nipped at my shoulder, pulled me down, hooked her legs around my waist, and arched against me.


      I needed to be inside her, needed it like I needed to breathe. I flicked open her pants. She wriggled them over her hips and kicked them off. When I settled my fingers lightly against the warm wetness between her legs, Fran groaned, but I didn’t want it to be Fran. Fuck. This was wrong. I was so messed up.


      “Don’t stop.” She’d seen the doubt on my face. “Don’t you fuckin’ stop, Caleb Shepperd.” She reached down between us and roughly cupped my cock through my pants, tearing a gasp from me. “You’re gonna fuck me, and you’re gonna fuck me now.” She tore at the fly, worked it open, and slipped her hand inside.


      I bucked, teeth gritted, cock snug in her hand. This wasn’t right. My head was all over the place. I couldn’t—


      Fran’s hand—slick and smooth—worked hard and fast, and the doubt vanished, along with almost everything else. I buried my face in her hair and breathed her in. Ripples of twisted pleasure rode through my body. If I could just forget her, or remember her—I wasn’t sure which.


      “Fuck me you son of a bitch.” Fran curled her leg around my ass and pulled me close, guiding my cock into her. She was tight and wet, so damn wet. I pushed in slow, felt her push back hard, heard her strained groan, and felt her quiver, and I very nearly lost it.


      “Move, Cale. Just move.”


      I glared down at Fran, hating that she was ruining my fantasy. Honest fear widened her green eyes, fear and doubt. Guilt churned like a sickness. What was I doing?


      Fran grasped my face in her hands and pulled me down so her hot ragged breaths scorched my mouth. “Whatever is going on in that head of yours, I don’t care. I need this.”


      Her muscles clenched around my cock and I gave up fighting to figure any of this out. I thrust inside her, building a rhythm, and with it, wicked pleasure. I let myself remember. In my head, she wasn’t Fran. She was the girl who’d been taken from me, the girl with the secret smile and the innocent eyes. I touched her as though she weren’t gone. Loved her as if she were right here with me. And kissed like we’d never been apart.


      “I’m sorry.” I said it over and over, and for a little while, I pretended that it might mean something.


      Fran shuddered and cried out, sinking her nails into my back enough for it to hurt. Beyond caring about pain, the pleasure rode me until it smothered everything and all I knew was her burning touch and the blinding climax. It wasn’t enough. Nothing in this fucked up world would ever be enough.


      Spent, I propped myself up on an arm, face half buried in her hair, her lavender smell filling my head, and listened to our rapid breathing. I couldn’t even begin to explain what the fuck I’d just done, so I kept my mouth shut. When Fran swirled her finger against my lower back, a skitter of pleasure threatened to start this all over again, and I wasn’t sure my mind could take it. I eased off her without meeting her eyes and snatched up my clothes.


      “I need to check us in on Mimir.” I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t.


      “You said her name, you know.” Fran kept her tone flat, completely unreadable. “You weren’t even with me, were you?”


      I tugged my pants on, got up off the couch, and shrugged my shirt over my head, all the while avoiding her glare.


      “Don’t mention her to me, ever again.” I had to get away and made it as far as the doorway before pausing. “And don’t go looking for information. Just keep your fuckin’ nose out of my business.”


      “She’s dead, Cale. Stop living in the past.”


      I curled my hand into a fist. It took every measure of strength I had left not to turn. “We need to ditch these weapons and collect our cut. Meet me on the bridge.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty One: #1001

        

      

    

    
      “It seems, my dear, you have somewhat deviated from your orders.”


      Doctor Leanne Grossman stood behind a tattered chair, long fingers clenched over the chair’s back. Her painted crimson nails and red lipstick were the brightest things in the room. We were alone in what appeared to be a disused office, but the soldiers were close, just outside the door.


      I maintained a neutral expression, no hint of a smile, and stood motionless. I smelled blood—Commander Brendan Shepperd’s. They’d taken him from my arms. He’d been alive, but whether he was still alive, I might never know. His blood had soaked through my borrowed clothes, plastering them to my skin. This derelict office with its broken floor and peeling wallpaper, as well as my blood-soaked attire, seemed at odds with Doctor Grossman’s Chitec perfection. This wasn’t right. It didn’t feel right. It didn’t even feel real, as though the moments were borrowed and not mine.


      “You understood my orders? Yes?”


      You will kill this man, #1001. Do you understand? “Yes.”


      “And yet you took it upon yourself to board his ship?”


      “I had intended to kill him before he left Calisto. The ship departed earlier than I had anticipated.”


      She drummed her nails against the chair. “Perhaps it was a mistake.”


      “No, I—”


      A hard smile cut across her lips before vanishing. “Our mistake. Not yours, dear. Synthetics cannot make mistakes.” Reaching up a hand, she tucked her dull-blond hair behind her ear. “Had I known Mister Hung’s motives, I would have had you destroyed.” Her tight lips twitched. “With matters pertaining to the heart, he can be emotional.”


      Chen Hung, Chitec’s CEO. I searched my data files but found no evidence of emotional instability. He presented the perfect image to the world, the image of a man in control of his empire.


      “Now we have ourselves something of a problem, and I would like your help, One Thousand And One.”


      “Yes.”


      She sighed, leaned an elbow on the back of the chair, and rubbed her fingers together. “Such a mess. I have a rogue synthetic and a dangerous man on the loose who knows too much. Both problems require a certain finesse.”


      She had to be referring to Shepperd’s missing year. He’d witnessed something that year, something that had ruined his fleet career, something dangerous enough to have had him sent to Asgard. But he’d either escaped or been released. Had he stayed under Chitec’s radar all this time? He certainly had gone to great lengths to avoid them. And yet he smuggled their weapons. Perhaps that was part of it? The weapons. Chitec.


      “Secrets cost lives,” he’d told me.


      Doctor Grossman had ordered me to kill him. Why hadn’t I? Synthetics cannot make mistakes.


      She breathed in a deep, steady breath. “We have someone watching Captain Shepperd very closely. The fool should have stayed in Asgard. At least then he’d be alive. Now— Well, a messy business, all of it. But you, my dear, if you cannot follow orders, then you are little more than a very public and expensive liability. I cannot have rogue synthetics on the loose and certainly not one that shouldn’t exist at all. Mister Hung will understand his mistake, and mine. You are bad for business. I want you to fully cooperate with your transport back to Janus.”


      “What will happen to me on Janus?”


      “Your existence is prohibited. You are one too many. You will be destroyed.”


      Don’t let me go. A fluttering shortened my breath. System faults danced like fireflies in my vision. Destroyed. Don’t let me go …


      Doctor Grossman stepped from behind her chair and stood in front of me. “There is one thing, my dear, that Mister Hung must know. Do you remember?”


      I looked up into her pale, gray-blue eyes as the fragmented voice said again and again: don’t let me go. It wasn’t my voice. I didn’t understand what it meant, or where it was coming from, but it felt real, more real than this room, than Leanne Grossman; it was more real to me than Chitec. “Remember what?”


      She leaned in so close I could smell the oily scent of her lipstick and felt her peppermint breath on my face. “Is there any part of you in there that might be her? Does Captain Shepperd mean anything to you? Do you feel anything for that man, anything outside of your orders?”


      Yes … yes, yes, yes. I didn’t know how, or why, or what, but he meant something. Deep inside, where synthetic blood flowed, where my power core warmed me through, where electronic pulses sparked, he belonged to me. When I thought of him, my thoughts bubbled with images and emotion: Hate. Love. Regret. Yes, I felt for him.


      Doctor Grossman waited, eyes peering deep, searching for the truth.


      “No.” System fault. Failsafe disabled. Protocols breached. “I do not feel.”


      She straightened and stepped back. “Good.” She turned and made for the door. “Engage your rest protocols. We will depart once I have settled matters with the port authority.”


      The door clicked closed behind her. I curled my fingers into fists and clenched them so tightly my arms trembled. If I let this happen, let them take me back, what would become of the me inside? The me who cared? The me who felt?


      “I am #1001, and I am not ready to die.”


      My gaze settled on a broken floorboard. I curled my hand around its edges and ripped it free. I could not go back to Janus. I would not go back to Chitec. Doctor Grossman had disabled my failsafe. She’d created me. That mistake was hers, but I wouldn’t pay for it.


      I opened the door. The first soldier didn’t have time to draw breath to shout. He reached for his weapon, eyes wide, and I cracked the board across his skull and he dropped in a heap. I spilled this new feeling—hatred—into my purpose and cut through the incoming guards with accurate efficiency. Faster, stronger, colder, I brought them down, one after another after another, until they stopped coming.


      Alarms wailed. I stepped over and around the fallen until I found one still alive. He begged and pleaded, his words tumbling from his bloodied lips. I didn’t care.


      “Where is the medical bay?”


      “Don’t h-hurt me. Don’t hurt me. I have a wife and kids.”


      I scanned his data file. Dependents: none. “The med bay.”


      “Behind the authority building. Please … please…. Oh god, don’t.”


      I cracked my knuckles hard enough across his face to fracture bone and knock him out. He might die. He might live. I didn’t care. I scooped up his rifle and moved on, heading for the medical bay, carving my way through anyone who threatened to stop me.


      

      


      Commander Brendan Shepperd lay unconscious on a gurney. I dripped blood on the clean med bay floor and watched his closed eyes flicker. Medics, who had fled at the sound of the alarms, had wrapped his chest wound and stabilized him. Diagnostics informed me he was through the worst. I’d saved him. Fran had been right. Caleb may not have wanted his brother to live, but he would have lived to regret that decision. Revenge consumed.


      “By the nine systems, what are you?” The woman who’d serviced Shepperd in the alley stumbled into the cubicle. Purple, black, and blue bruises masked one side of her face, and she favored her left arm.


      “If you’re here for the medics, they’ve fled,” I said.


      “I-I …” She swallowed and reached for the door to steady herself. “I heard the alarms. I thought … I thought he’d come back.”


      Caleb knew her and liked her. These people were important to him. “No, he hasn’t returned.”


      Don’t let me go.


      I blinked at her. “He won’t return.”


      She took a few seconds to absorb my bloodied state and dropped her gaze to the commander. “How is he?”


      “He’ll live.”


      “Why are you here?” She eyed the gun slung over my shoulder and the blood-soaked board in my hand. She thought I meant to kill him.


      I’d needed to know if he was alive, if my actions had made a difference. They had. But I wasn’t sure what that meant. “I don’t think I’m supposed to be here. I think there’s something wrong with me.”


      “You’re covered in blood. You’ve killed I don’t know how many fleet soldiers.” She nodded. “There’s definitely something wrong with you.”


      Shepperd had said I’d looked normal—nice. He didn’t know me. I didn’t know myself. I glanced at the door and listened to the squealing alarms. More thugs would be coming soon. I’d cut them down too, but to what end? Faults and errors buzzed in my vision. This wasn’t right, but I couldn’t let them take me back. Not until it was over, until I was finished. “I have to find Caleb and finish this.”


      “I can help you,” Jesse said. “I know his routes, or I can find someone who does. On your own, you’ll never find him. You could spend years chasing his tail through the nine systems, but with me, we’ll have a chance.”


      “We?”


      “If I stay here, he’ll kill me.” She touched her face, whether deliberately or unconsciously I couldn’t tell, and winced. “I know where there’s a stinger shuttle. It’s guarded, but you won’t have any problems.”


      I dipped my gaze to the unconscious commander. “He’s not safe here.”


      “Bring him. He’ll be useful. He’ll know where to find Caleb too.”


      “Everyone is an asset,” I said.


      “Yes, I suppose.”


      I slipped the gun off my shoulder and handed it to Jesse. “I’ll carry the commander. Can you shoot?”


      She took the weapon. “Yes, I think so. But if we get free, if we get off Ganymede, fleet won’t stop. Not after you’ve cut them down like this. They’ll hunt you.”


      Let them.


      “They would have killed me and I’m not ready to die.” I lifted the commander’s warm body into my cool arms.


      She blinked, gun clutched in her grip. “Can you fly a shuttle?”


      We were about to find out.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty Two: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Cale, you slippery devil.” Graham Creet slapped me on the back so hard I almost swallowed my tongue. “I heard you gave fleet the runaround on Ganymede.”


      “Gossip travels faster in the nine systems than starships.” I captured Creet’s hand and shook it with gusto. “You’ve no idea how good it is to be back in the Mimir neighborhood.”


      “All the crates we ordered? No problems?” he asked, casting his shrewd gaze over his crew as they unloaded the Chitec guns from Starscream’s hold. He’d be counting every crate and would cut the hands off any thief.


      “Every one.” After countless screw-ups and my and Fran’s angry-sexcapade from a couple of hours ago, I was more than ready to fill my lungs with Mimir’s fresh ocean air. “We ran into a few issues. Nothing we couldn’t handle.”


      “Chitec?” he asked then bellowed, “Hey, careful with those. Live ammunition!”


      He rolled his eyes and circled an arm around my shoulders to lead me out of the hangar and into the startling Mimir daylight. Needles of sun glare glanced off the endless ocean.


      “Yeah, Chitec,” I replied. “But they weren’t after the guns.”


      “No?” Creet snorted and scratched at his chin through his silvery beard. “What else do you smuggle, Shepperd?”


      I laughed softly. “Anything that’ll fit in the hold and pays well.”


      We stepped onto one of the network of decks that stretched along the shoreline and branched out across the ocean’s surface. People didn’t dock boats here; they built houses on stilts. It looked like paradise, and would be if it weren’t for the higher than average population of pirates and smugglers.


      Creet stopped me outside one of the water homes. “This is yours for the night. Take a break. Relax.” He handed me a paperback book. “And when you’re ready, we have another run for you.”


      I thumbed through the yellowed pages. “I’m always ready, Creet.”


      He chortled. “Course you are.”


      

      


      “You’re staring,” I finally said after five minutes of watching Fran out of the corner of my eye.


      She was leaning in the doorway, arms crossed. The sound of the trickling water features covered the rapid beat of my heart. She was beginning to creep me out. If I’d had a pet, she’d be boiling it. The fact that I’d called her by another name while we’d been screwing probably hadn’t won me any favors. I’d need to move my vintage liquor before she purged it from the airlock.


      “Figured you’d be out getting reacquainted with your brothers-in-arms.” When I didn’t reply, she asked, “What are you doing?”


      I looked up from the paperback book and discreetly tucked a folded piece of paper into my pocket. “What does it look like?”


      “Like if you concentrated any harder you’d hurt yourself.” She strode over and plucked the book from my grip. “Maybe I should read it to you?” She cleared her throat and began, “‘Mariah quivered expectantly at the sight of his—’ Really?” One of her fine, dark eyebrows arched and mischief brightened her eyes. “Why are you reading this?”


      “Tips.” I grinned. “I seem to remember you quivering expectantly.”


      “I’m surprised you remember anything.” She tossed the book on my lap, narrowly missing my balls, and gestured at the room around us. “Are you just going to hide in this hut all night?”


      “I’m not hiding.” And the hut was luxurious compared to Starscream. Cushions were everywhere, scattered in a way I’m sure had some zen meaning. Mood lighting pooled around the kind of interior decor you just didn’t get to enjoy on the fringes of civilization.


      “I have a fine drink,” which I gestured to on the desk, “and wordy porn.” I waggled the book. “I’m livin’ the dream.”


      She clicked her tongue and turned away. “Well, you can stay in and jerk off to your romance novel, but I’m sampling Mimir while we’re stopped over.”


      “You go do that.” She was going to score herself some phencyl and would spend much of the night either passed out back on Starscream or in our “hut.” I waited until she was out of earshot before removing the note from my pocket.


      “About fuckin’ time.”


      Flicking open the paperback, I thumbed through to the correct page and glanced up at the calendar pinned to the wall above the desk. Five crosses marked five dates, dates that meant nothing on their own. But dates are just numbers, and when combined with a book, for example, the numbers pointed to a certain page, paragraph, line, and finally, to the keyword. And those keywords were what I’d been working on before Fran had interrupted and I’d had to make as if I was actually reading the novel.


      Ship Meant Pick Up Twelve Hundred Five Bank


      I checked my wrist-comm. I had just under an hour to get to my next meet and receive pick-up instructions for our next cargo. I tasted my drink, rolled it over my tongue, and swallowed. Fran had quit asking me where I scored each shipment, and after five months, she’d quit tailing me too. But that didn’t mean I’d let my guard down. Some secrets were worth too much to give up for free.


      I glanced at my pistol on the desk, lay the book down on my lap, and flexed the bruised fingers of my right hand. My shoulder still burned like a bitch, but my head was clear for the first time in days. I was so ready to stick it to Chitec. The bastards deserved what was coming to them. They’d pay until Chitec CEO, Chen Hung himself, was ripped from his glass towers on Janus and dragged through the gutters, just like I’d been.


      

      


      Wherever I went on Mimir, the air smelled like water. While I waited at the end of the Five Bank pier for my contact, cool mist dampened my clothes and hair. It’s never truly dark here; the night sky glowed a soft turquoise. I loved real nights—not the endless, hourless nights of starship travel, but the limited, fleeting planetary nights. And nothing could beat nights by the ocean. As a kid, I’d often slip out at night and walk the dozen miles to the beach near our home. There was freedom in the black ocean, in the black night, and the black skies. Freedom in the black. I’d watched the starship freighters docking in the high atmosphere, great behemoths that I could cover with my thumb, and I’d known I’d be among them one day. I’d be a captain. Reality had never quite lived up to those dreams.


      I used to believe stars were wishes, that if we reached them, our dreams would come true.


      I closed my eyes and listened.


      But the stars will always be out of reach, and no amount of dreaming will capture them.


      Losing myself in the memory, I could see her, all those years ago, so honest and so broken. We’d sat on a pier then too, just the two of us, the night everything had changed.


      A high-pitched whistle whirled me around. A group of nine hooded figures strode down the pier, cloaks rippling.


      Aw, shit. The Fenrir Nine.


      They held Fran restrained between them. She bared her teeth, snapping and snarling like a wild animal. They threw her to her knees. I lunged forward. The foremost figure withdrew a pistol from inside his cloak and pressed it to the back of her head, halting my dash.


      “Tell him,” one of the Nine ordered.


      Fran dragged her gaze up. “Shepperd, I— It’s not true.”


      It had to be about the drugs. If they didn’t fuckin’ kill her, I would. “What is this?”


      “Tell him.” Hooded guy nudged her in the back of the head with his pistol.


      “Fuck you,” she snarled.


      He struck her and I jerked forward, only to have the pistol pointed at me. I couldn’t see his eyes or any of their faces below their hoods. I knew them though. The Fenrir were the people who kept me in business, the people who were about to give fleet a rude awakening, and the ones who wanted Chitec reduced to rubble almost as much as I did. They moved in groups of nine. Always nine. Always anonymous. And they’d brought Fran to me at our scheduled meet. They wouldn’t have risked exposing our connection unless they were damn sure it was already too late. Whatever was happening here, it was heavy. I had my pistol, but really didn’t want to blow customer relations away.


      “She’s fleet,” Hooded said. His accent was old Earth, like mine.


      I laughed. “She’s not Fleet. If you knew her, you’d know there’s no way—”


      “We have a source.”


      Oh, they had a source. That made it okay then—not. I kept my smile on and my hand loose at my side. I wasn’t about to believe nine hooded strangers and an anonymous source over the best second-in-command I’d ever had.


      “I’m not doing this. If you have a problem, you come to me, but not like this.”


      “We don’t have a problem with you, Shepperd, just who you’re associated with.”


      “So you’re going to execute her?”


      My heart thudded a little bit faster. In Asgard, they smelled the fear on fresh meat. I’d learned early on to hide my reactions. The Fenrir knew what I was capable of, hence why they kept me busy and well paid. Would they risk losing me and Starscream over a third-party source?


      “Look again at your second, Captain Shepperd. Until you do, you won’t get another shipment from us.”


      They left the pier, dissolving among the water homes like ghosts.


      I’d just lost ninety percent of my income.


      “Say something,” Fran said.


      I couldn’t meet her gaze, not yet. I didn’t want to see her face and what expression might be there: guilt, desperation, denial? Turning my back on her, I laced my hands behind my head and looked out over the quiet sea, dampening my urge to let loose my rage. Was she fleet? I’d have known it; I could smell fleet a mile away. She couldn’t be. It had to be a mistake.


      “Cale?”


      I dropped my hands. If I kept her on as my second, the Fenrir wouldn’t hire me again. I’d lose my income and maybe even lose Starscream. A tug wasn’t cheap to run, but more than that, Mimir, Creet, smuggling for the greater good, it meant something. This shitty life, with these shitty people and their shitty fucked-up methods, I could justify it because every shipment meant another brick in the wall around Chitec. Without that, I was exactly what everyone thought of me—a washed-up fleet captain and a fixer for hire, as trapped as Jesse back on Ganymede.


      “Cale, for fuck’s sake. Talk to me.”


      “Get back to the house.”


      “You don’t believe them, right?” She laughed without a trace of humor. “I mean, c’mon, fleet? This has to be a joke.”


      “Yeah.” The joke is on me.


      “Maybe someone has an axe to grind. Bruno? Could he have set this up?”


      “I’ll join you at the house soon.” Bruno was a possibility. He knew how to hit me where it hurt—in the credit. “We fly out in the morning.”


      She hovered behind me in silence and then finally walked back down the pier, the sound of her boots on the deck fading into the night.


      

      


      After shrugging on my jacket, I crouched beside Fran. She was breathing softly. Asleep, she could almost pass for innocent. No snarl, no snark, just fine features, soft lips, and dark lashes. A lock of her hair had fallen over her cheek. I tucked it behind her ear and brushed the backs of my fingers down her face.


      On the floor, beside the couch, lay an injector cylinder. She’d jacked herself up, probably right after getting back from the pier. She’d be out for hours. Her method of forgetting was different from mine, but we each had our reasons. Was hers because she was fleet? Fleet didn’t usually stoop to planting spies, unless Chitec had paid them to. I’d stayed off the grid for a long time after getting out of Asgard and thought I’d slipped their attention. Had I been wrong? The thought I might have had fleet right alongside me this whole time twisted my guts into knots. I’d checked her out. Her past was clean, maybe too clean.


      If Fran did work for fleet or Chitec, why hadn’t they hauled me back to Asgard? It’s not like they didn’t have more than enough evidence to put me away. The only thing Fran hadn’t known was the origin of my Fenrir Nine runs. She’d tried though, but that was Fran. She kept on digging, poking, prodding until her victim snapped or the information did.


      I had to let her go. She knew too much. She wouldn’t stop digging. She was a risk to my business, my operation, and if the allegations were true, she was probably a risk to my life. I needed a second I could trust, the way I’d trusted her.


      I straightened, took a final look at her peaceful face, and left the water home, keeping my head down and face hidden. I didn’t want to draw any more unnecessary attention. In less than half an hour, I’d be back-in-black and on the scrounge for work. I passed a guy heading down the deck, and considering the early hour, cast him a glance over my shoulder. He walked fast, head up as if he had somewhere to be while most of Mimir’s residents slept. I tried to get a good look at his face but the lantern light threw more shadows than illumination. He checked around him then veered off toward the hut I’d just left. I turned on my heels and jogged quietly back. Sure enough, our hut’s door hung ajar. I wouldn’t have put it past Fran to order some male takeout, but given the surprises of the last few days, I wasn’t walking away without taking a look. Fran could look after herself, when she wasn’t high.


      I gave the door a gentle shove, slipped inside, and listened for voices. Nothing but trickling water. I reached the door into the main room and saw him hunched over Fran, holding a cushion over her face. That cold, empty part of me engaged. I hooked an arm around his throat, hauling him off her. He thrust an elbow back into my gut, instantly winding me, then swung wide with a lousy left hook. His knuckles glanced off my jaw enough to briefly distract me, but I blocked the incoming right hook. I’d have had him on his knees if my wounded shoulder hadn’t decided that that moment was as good as any to spasm and spill pain down my arm. My arm buckled, and this time, his right hook connected hard with my face. Instead of crumpling, I grabbed him and dragged him down with me. Close and personal—his snarling face in mine—I recognized him as Fran’s paying customer; the bounty hunter I’d handed over to Bruno on Ganymede.


      I jerked my head forward, cracked my skull against his already bruised nose, and we both went sprawling together. He grunted, cursed, and growled, scrabbling for the inside of his coat. I got there first, ripped the pistol free, and jammed it under his chin.


      “Bruno send you?” I spat blood off to the side and worked my jaw around a dull, radiating ache.


      “I ain’t telling you shit.” Blood streamed from his nose and sprayed off his lips as he spoke.


      I closed my hand around his throat, shoved him down, straddled his chest, and leaned into the gun.


      “You think I care if you live or die? You just tried to kill my second. I’m gonna pull the trigger and dump your body in the Mimir sea. Shit like you sinks here.” I tightened my hold and smiled. His face reddened and his eyes bulged. “Tell me.”


      He nodded vigorously. Bruno. Fuck. I clambered off him but kept the gun aimed at his gut as he staggered to his feet.


      “Bruno said to take the bitch out.” He hawked and spat.


      A glance at Fran told me she was still sleeping, none the wiser thanks to the drug in her veins. If I’d left a few minutes earlier, or if I’d kept on walking, he’d have killed her in her sleep. I might not trust her, but I couldn’t let her die because I’d pissed off Ganymede’s criminal lynchpin.


      “He pay you already?”


      “After it’s done.” He wiped at his nose and flicked the blood from his fingers.


      “What about the synth? You were after her too. What were you gonna do, trade her off?”


      The bounty hunter chuckled then spat blood and phlegm. “No, man. I heard a rumor about her, that she’s special. I was gonna go straight to the top of Chitec, to Hung himself.”


      “What? Why the fuck would he care about a rogue synthetic?”


      “Hung wanted her back. Made it pretty damn clear with all the credit he was offering. Rumors said he made an extra synth. Broke all the rules. You ain’t stupid, Shepperd. Figure it out.”


      Hung had gone against his own company, his entire empire, to create one extra synth. My brother had warned me. Chen Hung would risk exposing the underbelly of his business for only one reason—his daughter who’d died.


      “He wouldn’t …” Guilt made people do crazy things; I should know.


      The hunter shrugged. “Whatever you say. You knew him, right? Caleb Shepperd, First Class Fleet Asshole, fuckin’ Chitec’s cunt of a daughter.”


      I swallowed. “He wouldn’t, because he was the one who killed her.”


      I switched my aim from his gut to his head and fired a phase bullet right between his eyes. He dropped like the sack of shit that he was.


      With the threat gone, I fell into the chair and pressed my trembling hands against my face. The synth couldn’t be Haley. The ever-after project didn’t work; it never had. It was all spin and polished PR to keep the money flowing. Those fuckin’ synths, all one thousand of them, were machines programmed to respond to personal information. The program was a con on a grand scale. Chitec didn’t create life-ever-after; they were creating a goddamn army. I’d seen it, and so had Haley. She’d died for her father’s fuckin’ secret, and I’d watched him kill her. Hung couldn’t have brought her back. It wasn’t possible, because if it were true, if #1001 was Haley, she’d remember what I’d done to her. She’d remember everything. And I’d be a dead man.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty Three: #1001

        

      

    

    
      I tucked the stinger shuttle, named Rosalie, up against the spilled guts of the wrecked freighter, just as I’d seen Fran do a few days ago. The little vessel had two sections: cockpit and cabin. Jesse and I had pulled down the bunks and laid the commander out. She’d monitored him while I’d flown the shuttle out of Ganymede. We’d escaped via one of the smaller docks. Once behind the controls, I’d discovered I not only had the knowledge to fly a stinger class shuttle, but I liked it. A tingling thrill brought a smile to my lips as we blasted away from Ganymede and took to the black as though I were exactly where I belonged.


      “How long will we be here?” Jesse asked, awkwardly seating herself into the flight chair beside mine.


      I’d powered down the shuttle’s non-essential systems and was keeping an eye on the overview. “Until I’m sure we haven’t been followed.”


      She leaned back in the seat with a heavy sigh. “I thought I’d never escape him.”


      I knew that feeling and then wondered how I could know it. “You should rest. We have limited medical supplies and your heart rate is elevated, along with your body temperature.”


      She looked at me sideways. “You’re one of those synthetic humans—I mean of course you are—but I thought you’d be different. You seem to care.”


      “I am different. I believe that’s the problem.”


      The flight of internal systems errors peppering my vision had calmed down. I’d worked at resetting various protocols—the ones I had access to—so I could at least function, but something was very wrong with me. I should be returning to Janus, to Chitec and Doctor Grossman; I was programmed to. But apparently, my programming had become something of a suggestion and less of an order.


      “What number are you?” Jesse asked. We’d settled into the quiet of the cockpit together. She seemed to like the quiet.


      “One thousand and one.”


      She scanned the flight controls with mild interest. “Why are you doing this? Any of this?”


      I didn’t know the answer. My orders didn’t matter any more. So what exactly was I doing? “Why does a synthetic do anything?”


      “I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it. I thought they just sort of came back and returned to their old lives? That’s what the rich people pay for, right?”


      I settled my gaze outside the observation window, on the twisted guts of the freighter. “I wouldn’t know.”


      “Life ever after,” Jesse whispered.


      I knew what my files told me, that only the most influential people could afford to buy into the program and that after they came back from death, they returned to their families in new bodies, with their old memories intact. But what I knew didn’t seem to have all the answers. I also knew I followed orders, until I didn’t.


      “Were you a woman once?”


      I wasn’t sure how to answer. “I think I was, or something inside of me was … once.”


      “Do you remember?” she asked softly.


      In the quiet of the cockpit, her voice and questions seemed intimate, as though with every question she exposed a part of me not meant to be revealed. Doctor Grossman had asked if I remembered. The correct answer was no, but it was a lie.


      “I knew Captain Shepperd, before.”


      “Before? You mean before you were a synth?” She sat up and turned the flight chair to face me. “That’s fascinating.” She stared in that way people enjoyed doing with me, as if they couldn’t help but look. “What do you remember?”


      “Fragments.” I didn’t want to recall them. During rest mode I had no choice. While awake, choice seemed to be all I had. It hurt to remember. “When I rest and filter through my data, they come. They don’t make sense. I get words, sensations. I don’t know how to process the data.”


      “You can’t process memories. Memories are like dreams. You just have to go with the flow.”


      Stars are wishes, and wishes are dreams. You can’t capture them … ever. I pushed the thought aside.


      “I’m synthetic. I don’t dream.”


      “Well, for what it’s worth, you helped me and the commander. Thank you, One Thousand And One.”


      Peculiar warmth spread through me. Satisfaction perhaps? I nodded. “Get some rest while you can.”


      Jesse retreated to the rear of the shuttle and left me alone to consider my actions over the last few days.


      I had been sent to kill Shepperd, but when I’d first seen him in the cargo hold, something inside had broken. He’d been unarmed. The opportunity to kill him had been there. I’d struck out, but … the fault had stopped me. I could have killed him both times he’d been attacked on Ganymede, but I hadn’t. I knew how to kill. My internal data files overflowed with information pertaining to every aspect of human anatomy and where best to mortally wound. I knew how to pilot a shuttle. I knew the signs of a faulty reserve fuse on a tugship. I knew what it meant to look up at the stars and see wishes. I knew things that synths didn’t need to know. Why?


      Alone in the cockpit, I lifted my hands and admired the fine lines crossing my palms. Fingers curled in, I imagined my hands being smaller, my nails painted with colorful acrylic art. I remembered walking through cornfields outside Vancouver, my hand closed in his; I looked up and the sun glinted behind Caleb, shadowing his face in darkness. I remembered the beach where we’d lain side by side, watching the massive freighters block out the starlit skies. He’d shown me how to cover the vessels with my finger, making them tiny and insignificant. I heard my laughter, bright and free.


      “One Thousand And One?”


      I blinked back into the now and looked up at the commander. “You should be resting.”


      “It’s been hours.” He lowered himself carefully into the flight chair. “Your face is wet.”


      I brushed the tears off and looked down at the wetness on my fingers. “I cry, but I don’t understand why.”


      “Crying is an external symptom of an internal problem.”


      I blinked and watched another tear fall and soak into my blood-covered overalls.


      The commander smiled when I met his gaze. He’d thrown a blanket around his shoulders. What I could see of the wrappings around his chest looked stable, with no bleed-through. He’d heal quickly so long as he didn’t overexert himself.


      “I’m glad to see you’re looking well,” I said.


      “You really are, aren’t you?” He laughed gently but winced and spent a few moments breathing carefully. “Jesse tells me we have you to thank for getting us off Ganymede. She also says you killed fleet soldiers in the process.”


      He wasn’t smiling now. “They would have killed me. I don’t care that they’re dead.”


      “What do you care about?”


      I unzipped my flight suit and shrugged out of the soiled upper half of the garment, peeling the commander’s dried blood away from my skin. Fran’s vest was ruined, but I kept it on. “I care about living.”


      “And your orders?”


      “I— No, I don’t think I care about orders anymore. They’re there, in the background, but they no longer control me.”


      “Who does control you?”


      I swallowed and faced Commander Shepperd. He had a stillness about him and the kind of intelligent eyes belonging to a man twice his age. “Nobody controls me.”


      “That’s a very dangerous thing to say. You’re a synthetic unit. You’re strong, fast, and you clearly know how to use weapons. You’re dangerous, and you’re out of control.”


      I tilted my head and blinked back at him. “Do you mean to stop me?”


      “No.” He winced. “I’m hardly in any condition to stop you, and to be honest, I don’t want to. Fleet would have killed my brother in that alley, maybe me too. They lied to me. They said they just wanted to take him in and talk to him, so I led them straight to him. I didn’t know …” He swallowed. “I never would have betrayed him like that. I’m glad you were there in that alley. Really, I am. Thank you.”


      There was that feeling again: warm satisfaction. It felt right to be thanked for something good. You follow orders. You will only ever have one. My orders were of my own design now.


      “You’re welcome.”


      “I’ve looked out for him, you know. When he vanished a few years ago, I knew something was wrong. You have to understand we were close before— Before fleet we only had each other. I’ve always looked out for him. So when he disappeared, I dug around for answers. Everywhere I asked, fleet shut me out. When I couldn’t find him, I knew of only two reasons: he was in Asgard, or dead. Eventually I paid to get information out of Asgard, but I couldn’t get him out. That year…. That year was …” He dragged a hand down his face. “He got out on this own. After that, I did what I could. If any alerts arose with his name on them, I had them redacted. I protected him from inside, but then he started getting a name for himself as a fixer, and once word got out, I had to step back. Fleet started looking at me closely.”


      “That’s when they sent me.”


      He frowned and seemed surprised I’d admitted it. “Yes. I did what I could, but now his reputation is bigger than his ego. I can’t protect him. I can’t even protect myself anymore.”


      “What happened that year? Why was he in Asgard?”


      “I wish I knew. Whatever it was, I barely recognize him now.” He cast his gaze out the observation window. “His girlfriend died in an accident. The next day, he disappeared.”


      “Girlfriend?” Something inside my chest flickered. My power core perhaps. I sent out an internal error check, but the report came back normal.


      “She was, er…. She was a sweet girl. Too good for him and he knew it.” A fond, thoughtful smile appeared on his lips. “He had everything: an amazing career, a great life. We’d escaped our past. I just don’t understand what happened to him.” He pursed his lips and kept his gaze locked ahead. “I miss him. I miss my little brother.” A slip of laughter broke free, and when the commander smiled this time, his eyes were glistening.


      “You should tell him,” I said quietly, “when we find him.” The fluttering in my chest continued, shortening my breath. I placed a hand over where my core thrummed.


      “I know where he’ll be. I know more than he thinks. I had to know to keep fleet away from him.”


      I smiled and restarted the shuttle’s engines. “You’re a good brother.”


      Commander Brendan Shepperd smiled a pained, weary smile. “No, a good brother would have saved him long ago.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty Four: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Fran woke and instead of remarking on the blood I hadn’t managed to clean off the wall or noting my bruised jaw, she raked her fingers through her hair and said, “You didn’t leave.”


      I smiled a shallow smile. I’d dumped the bounty hunter’s body over the side and tied him to a post. By the time anyone found him, Fran and me would be long gone. I’d spent the rest of the night slumped in the chair, pistol resting on my thigh as I watched Fran sleeping, common sense screaming at me to get off Mimir, but not moving a fuckin’ inch like that goddamn stupid rat trapped in the maze all over again. What if Bruno had hired more than one hunter? What if Fran wasn’t fleet? What if she was the only friend I had in this wretched life? If #1001 was Haley Hung, I would need all the friends I could get, and a miracle.


      Fran hunched forward, draping her arms over her knees. She noticed the blood and followed the trail toward the sliding door. “Did we have guests?”


      “One. Deceased.”


      The grit in my voice drew her attention back to me. Her gaze lingered on the pistol and then roamed higher to my face. Her lips twitched. She drew in a breath and exhaled slowly. “I was sure you’d ditch me.”


      She was right.


      “I need to tell you something. I don’t know if you’re fleet. Right now, I don’t care, because you’re still a human being, and if something happens to me, you need to know this—”


      “Holy shit, Cale.” She rubbed her eyes. “I’m still coming down here. Can’t it wait?”


      “No.”


      “Fine, hit me with it.” She slumped back, twisting a little at the waist to drape an arm over the back of the couch, and angled herself toward me. “Don’t blame me if I glaze over.”


      “The life-ever-after project is a front. Chitec aren’t fulfilling dreams; they’re using the whole operation to take credit from rich people and build an elite army in plain sight.”


      She blinked, and then laughed out loud. “What? That’s absurd.”


      “Is it? If they developed synthetics behind closed doors, there would be questions. This way they get to do it with the public’s consent.”


      “An army? They’re just synthetic people.” Fran stopped herself and frowned. “I gave her a gun—the synth—and she knew her way around it better than you. She looked comfortable with it.”


      That was what I’d been afraid of. “I saw the synthetics. Five years ago, Haley Hung and I broke into the Chitec warehouse on Janus. We were screwing around, being stupid and curious …” Fuck if the word didn’t hurt to say. “We had no idea …” I moistened my lips and leaned forward. “What we saw got her killed and got me sent to Asgard. I was never meant to leave that prison. I almost didn’t.”


      “What did you see?”


      “Synthetics. All of them. Armed to their fake smiles with Chitec weaponry. A dry run, right before they were due to be shipped off to play happy families at the high end of society.”


      “But the synths, they’re people?”


      I smiled. “That’s what Chitec wants you to think. They aren’t people. There’s nothing human in them. They’re designed to remember key events, all taken from the deceased person’s dataprints. They can mimic people, but that’s all it is. They go back to their families, right at the top of society, and they wait, like sleepers.”


      She picked at a thread on her top, probably not even aware she was doing it. Her eyes darted around while her thoughts worked over what she thought she knew. “Wait for what?”


      “I don’t know, but since I got out of Asgard, I’ve been trying to make a dent in Chitec’s operations without sticking my neck out. I thought I’d succeeded, until a few days ago.”


      She nodded. “Chitec didn’t send the synth after the guns. They sent her after you.”


      “Yeah. Probably thought they could keep it quiet by doing me on the side. Nobody would notice one dead fixer. And when the synth fucked up, they sent their fleet attack dogs to blow me and all evidence into oblivion.”


      “Fuck.” That pretty much summed it up. “But she didn’t kill you. In the alley on Ganymede, she shot those soldiers. She saved you.”


      And here came the icing on the cake, the mindfuck of epic proportions. “Yeah.” I sucked in a breath and wished I didn’t have to say these next words. “Our dead guest enlightened me before I put a bullet in his head. Mister Chen Hung built one more synthetic—broke all the rules. I don’t know if he deliberately made her to come after me, like some twisted vendetta, or if it’s some sort of cosmic irony, but I think— I think for Number One Thousand And One there really is life after death. I think he brought her back.”


      “You can’t mean…?”


      “The synth is his daughter, Haley.”


      Fran rubbed a hand over her mouth and briefly looked down as though searching for the right words. “You think Haley Hung is in that machine?”


      “Honestly? I don’t know. Like I said, the ever-after program is bullshit. But she could have killed me on Ganymede. She didn’t. She saved me. The synthetics are killers, all one thousand of them. She is too. But …” I wanted to tell Fran about the words in the alley: Don’t let me go.


      “She told me her failsafe has been disabled. She said she had orders…. You think she’s going against her orders? Do you think she remembers?”


      I shoved off the chair, left the pistol on the desk, and strode to the closed sliding door. I opened it just a fraction to let in a shaft of bright morning light. “If she does, I’m fucked.”


      “What, why? The two of you were a celebrity couple. She obviously meant something to you.”


      Don’t let me go …


      I leaned against the door and squinted into the light. “She didn’t mean enough. I let her die. I let her father kill her. Fuck, I watched him … and I did nothing.” He’d torn her from my arms—Don’t let me go—held her down, and smothered her mouth and nose with his hand. As cold and heartless as I’d ever seen anyone kill another human being, and I … did … nothing.


      There was a moment of pregnant silence. Secrets pushed down, so close to finally being free. I didn’t know whether Fran was fleet, but I needed to tell her, to tell anyone. The secret had eaten away at me from the inside out like a cancer. I needed to get rid of it, to voice it, to make it real to someone else besides me.


      Fran asked quietly, “Why?”


      I closed my eyes. Because I wanted to keep my career. I didn’t want to throw it all away and end up like my good-for-nothing father. Because I was afraid. So fuckin’ afraid.


      “Because I’m a coward.” I crossed my arms and faced Fran’s wide-eyed expression. “Because it was Chen Hung, CEO of Chitec, and I wanted to be a fleet commander by the end of the year. He could have made it happen, and I knew it, so I did nothing.”


      “Christ, Cale.” She exhaled. “I don’t know what to say.” Her look, I’d seen it in my own reflection every day: disgust. At least she knew me now. “And Hung killed his own daughter?” Fran shook her head. “Why not kill you too?” Her eyes accused me, and I deserved it.


      “Haley would have talked. She’d have gone to every e-zine in the nine systems and told them everything. It’s who she was. He had to kill her.” My throat clogged with some emotional backwash. I gulped the guilt right back down to where I’d been carrying it for the last five years. “Me? I could be bought. I was getting a promotion.” I smiled the same fake smile I’d been using for years. “Hung must have had second thoughts though. The next morning, fleet arrested me and before I could say Chen Hung’s fuckin’ name, I was neck deep in Asgard, fighting for my life.”


      Fran chewed on her lip and shook her head. “The reports said Haley Hung died in a shuttle accident. Jesus. This is wrong.”


      “Yes, it is. Now you know the truth. If you do work for fleet, I’d suggest you don’t tell them what you know, unless you want an express pass to Asgard.”


      Defiance burned brightly in her eyes. “I’m not fleet. I don’t know where your Nine friends got their information from, but it’s wrong.” She got to her feet and started pacing.


      The Nine are never wrong. Which left me in the awkward position of being stuck with a second I didn’t fully trust. Not that it mattered. If Chitec sent #1001 again and she did remember, she’d kill me, exactly like she’d been designed to do.


      “We have to tell someone. If Chitec flicks the switch on their synths, it won’t take long for the chain of command to collapse.” She laughed a dry, bitter laugh. “Those rich bastards hold all the strings, and now you’re telling me they’re cold killers too, controlled by one man?”


      I watched her stride back and forth and guessed at the arguments she’d be going over in her head: tell the authorities, someone had to know about this, but who could she trust? Chitec owned fleet.


      “The Nine?” She stopped suddenly and looked at me. “Tell the Nine.”


      I kept my shallow smile. The Nine already knew. They weren’t buying illegal guns for the fun of it. “I don’t think we’re on speaking terms right now.”


      “But you know how to reach them?”


      I dropped my gaze and noticed a few blood splatters on the floor. I couldn’t tell Fran anything about the Nine, and she was already pushing it by asking. If she were fleet, she’d ask. She’d want to know how I contacted them, who they were, and what their plans were. Fleet wanted the Nine grounded and the founders thrown in Asgard; they had for years. As a fleet captain, I’d spent half my term chasing their tails on the fringes of the nine systems.


      “Caleb.” She came forward. “You can’t let this—”


      The doors flew open and half of Mimir’s smuggler population spilled into the house. I made a lunge for my gun but only made it a few feet before three guys tackled me against the wall. I lashed out at one, struck him hard, but left myself wide open to a hook across the face and another hit to the gut, which dropped me to my knees. Someone wrenched my arms behind my back—the red-haired Davey by the looks of him (we’d played poker; he always lost)—and a black canvas sack came down over my head.


      Fran was putting up a good fight. Then she fell quiet and I heard the sound of a body dropping.


      “She better be alive—”


      A second punch to the gut doubled me over. I’d have gone down if hands hadn’t gripped my arms and dragged me upright. Breathing hurt like a bitch, so I focused on dragging each breath through my teeth instead of how, in the next few minutes, I would likely be joining my bounty hunter friend at the bottom of the sea.


      “No hard feelings, huh, Shepperd? Fleet showed up asking for your hide. It’s easier to hand you over than to have those bastards down here poking through our business. Understand, kid?”


      Creet. That fucker. I didn’t even have enough air in my lungs to swear at him. I also couldn’t blame him. I’d hand me over too. The smuggling operation, the Nine, they were too important to risk for the sake of one washed-up fleet captain turned smuggler.


      “Get him out of here. The sooner we hand him over to fleet, the sooner they’ll quit sniffing around our airspace.”


      Someone had told fleet I was on Mimir. No smuggler in their right mind would have invited fleet anywhere near Mimir. Bruno didn’t need to; he’d sent a hunter. That left one person who knew exactly where I was and didn’t see a problem bringing fleet within earshot of the Nine: Fran.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty Five: #1001

        

      

    

    
      “That’s too many fleet ships,” Commander Shepperd said, leaning forward in the flight chair to take in the sight of half a dozen warbirds hovering on the fringes of Mimir’s atmosphere. The planet hung in the star-speckled black like a brilliant sapphire. “Too much firepower.”


      I’d snuck the little shuttle as close as possible, hovering it alongside a backlog of ships waiting for orbit clearance.


      “We need to get down there.” I turned the shuttle away from the fleet armada, flicked the comms to silent, and descended. Thankfully, little Rosalie was too small a ship to trigger any interest from either fleet or port control.


      “We don’t know for sure he’s down there,” the commander said, fingers deftly tapping over the controls. “They could already have him.”


      “If they had him, why would they still be here?”


      “Fleet are interested in others on Mimir.”


      “He always goes where there’s a fight,” Jesse said from behind my chair. “He’ll be down there.”


      The shuttle trembled as we entered the upper atmosphere. “How will we find him once we land?”


      “He does business with a man called Creet,” the commander replied. “I’ll show you where to land when we’re in the lower atmosphere. Mimir only has a few places you can dock a tug like Starscream.” The commander gripped the flight chair the way he had during the skirmish with his raptor. His heart rate had spiked. “I’m picking up a squall off the coast. We’ll want to get in and out before the storm hits.”


      “We’ll do a flyby to see what we’re dealing with.”


      “You handle a shuttle well.” A tremor rippled through his voice, so quiet he may not have even been aware of it. The commander was a nervous flier, and apparently the kind of man who didn’t let his fears control him. I wondered if Caleb was the same, or if he let his fears dictate his actions.


      We broke through the atmospheric turbulence and into clear skies. Light danced on the green Mimir sea like a scattering of diamonds. For a moment, my breath caught. We skipped over the lower atmosphere, toward where the commander directed us, and sure enough, Starscream sat hunched in a hangar. I circled over the site, high enough so we wouldn’t be spotted, and used the overview to magnify the scene below. “Where is everyone?”


      Commander Shepperd pulled his screen closer. “It’s too quiet. This part of Mimir is always busy with maintenance crews. This docking station is dead. I don’t like it. First the aggressive fleet numbers and now an abandoned hangar?”


      “At least we won’t be seen.”


      “We should find somewhere safe to land, somewhere with a lot of space.”


      I spied the end of a pier and angled the shuttle’s nose downward. “Coming right up, Commander.”


      “Where?”


      “There.”


      He searched the screen, missing the fact that I was flying by sight and not control. “Where?”


      The shuttle grumbled as I eased back on the power, lifted her nose, and dropped her down right on the edge of the pier. “Right … here.”


      A cloud of steam rolled against the observation window and then fizzled away to reveal Mimir’s exotic water homes on stilts. Bright light glinted off the hangar where Starscream waited. A thrill of excitement fluttered through me, but when I chased its origin, I couldn’t be sure whether it was anticipation or fear.


      The commander had paled enough for my smile to fade. He cleared his throat. “Clearly, you were a pilot in your past life.”


      “I think you’re right, because that was fun.” I flicked off the engines and stabilized the shuttle, then found the commander and Jesse watching me, mouths almost open. “Commander, you stay right here and keep this shuttle flight-ready. Jesse, come with me.”


      “What are we going to do?”


      I scooped up my borrowed fleet rifle. “Caleb is mine. I’m getting him back.”


      

      


      The commander had been right; Mimir was deserted. Doors hung open on the water homes as though people had fled in a hurry. Only the sound of trickling water accompanied our footfalls on the deck.


      We were a few hundred meters from the hangar when a rumble like thunder shook the air. Jesse and I both looked up to see a raptor class warbird descending through the bright sky. Vapor bubbled from its icy surface as it hit warm air. It looked exactly like the commander’s Twenty and may have even been his.


      “It’s coming in farther down the beach.” I veered away from the hangar and broke into a jog.


      “This is insane. You can’t go up against a warbird.” Jesse followed but lagged behind.


      “I don’t intend to,” I called back over the sounds of the ship’s engines.


      We jogged around a headland. The warbird settled on a vast landing pad anchored offshore, attached to the mainland by a timber causeway. Warehouses huddled along the shoreline. A group of well-armed men and women had gathered outside one of the warehouses to watch the bird land. By the looks of their casual attire, they were hired guns, not fleet.


      I shrugged the rifle off my shoulder.


      “Wait.” Jesse squeezed my arm. “You don’t need to kill them, you know that, right?”


      <fault>Failsafe disabled. Protocols breached. You will kill this man.<fault>


      I tugged my arm free. “I’ll do what I have to.”


      “Wait, just— Let me distract them. They’re just normal people trying to scrape a living and survive out here. They aren’t fleet.”


      “They’re armed. They intend to kill.”


      “Please, there are other ways.”


      Jesse didn’t know these people, and yet she cared about whether they lived or died. I did not. They were in my way. They were armed. Their deaths were acceptable in achieving my goal.


      Everyone is an asset, I almost heard the voice this time, but the memory flitted away, slippery and quick. I blinked. “How will you distract them?”


      “I don’t know. I’ll think of something. Just give me five minutes.” She pulled her coat around her and backed up toward the warehouses. “Five minutes?”


      It would take at least that for the warbird to power down. “Five minutes.”


      I followed her as she turned and jogged off the beach and onto the boardwalk.


      We reached the warehouse within a few minutes and ducked low behind stacks of crates, all stamped with Chitec’s logo. Voices echoed and rebounded around the cathedral-like space.


      “This whole place is an accident waiting to happen,” Jesse whispered, resting her hand on a crate. “Don’t fire in here unless you want to kill us all.”


      I’d already considered that and flicked the safety on. “I hear five men, one woman, and a man I have identified as Creet. There’s another figure who hasn’t spoken yet. Considering his heart rate and breathing pattern, I’m certain it’s Caleb.”


      Jesse leaned back against the crate and looked high above us at the crossbeams. “I can’t believe I’m here, doing this for that bastard Shepperd.”


      “He means something to you.”


      She winced. “He killed a man for me, and the nine systems are a better place for it. Cale’s good, inside. He just doesn’t know it.”


      A jagged image cut through my thoughts. Don’t let me go…. I closed my eyes and worked to push the nonsense aside. Please, Caleb. Is this what you want? Don’t let him do this. Something oily and poisonous slithered through those thoughts—a sense of betrayal. It came on so strong and so fast that it threatened to push me under and hold me down inside the memory.


      Jesse touched my shoulder. “—And One?”


      I glared wide-eyed at her touch. Icy detachment shut the fragmented thoughts and emotions away. “Let me go.”


      She yanked her hand back. “I said I’m going to circle around them and see if I can cause a scene outside. Are you okay?”


      “Yes,” I hissed. “Go. Do what you can. But I’m getting him away from them with or without your distraction.”


      She hesitated, unspoken words holding her rigid, but whatever it was, she decided to keep the words to herself. I watched her slip away and rested my forehead against the crate.


      You will kill this man. You will only ever have one order.


      I knew Caleb. As much as I wanted to forget, to deny it, I couldn’t. The memory was there, lodged inside my mind like a rock in a stream, with everything else flowing around it. I kept moving, pretending everything was fine, that I knew what I was doing, but I didn’t. The commander was right. I was out of control. And that rock, those memories, the way they made me feel, it frightened me.


      I shouldn’t feel fear. I shouldn’t feel anything. But I was afraid, because whenever those memories broke free, the truth would change me.


      A shout went up from outside, then another. The men in the warehouse split up, leaving just two behind. I straightened, breathed in, and stepped out from my hiding place. Initially, when the guards saw me—my blood-splattered clothes, silvery hair, and young synthetic face—they clearly had no idea what to make of me. Their hesitation bought me a few strides. Behind them, Shepperd was kneeling with a sack over his head, hands tied behind him. He’s mine.


      One barked a warning and reached for the gun slung across his back. I lunged forward, knocked his gun upward, sending a trail of gunfire into the crossbeams, and punched him in the throat. I snatched the gun from his weakened grip as he collapsed, and smacked the butt of the weapon into his friend’s face once, twice. He tripped over himself and fell in his rush to get away. I flipped the gun around, shouldered it, and aimed between his fear-filled eyes. Creet. He scrambled backward and bumped into some crates. With nowhere to go, he looked at me, his eyes hard. He wouldn’t beg; he wasn’t the sort. I knew everything in his file: divorced, two older children with families of their own, suspected smuggler.


      “One Thousand And One.” Caleb’s calm voice froze my finger on the trigger and breezed through the order pushing me forward.


      You will only have one order: to kill.


      It felt good. It felt right.


      “Stand down.”


      I lowered the weapon. Creet’s shoulders dropped but his gaze stayed glued on my gun.


      “Get your ass over here and untie me.”


      I backed up, never taking my eyes off Creet, and stopped beside Shepperd. “There’s a fleet warbird outside.”


      I yanked the hood off his head and pulled him to his feet.


      “I heard.”


      I snapped his wrist cuffs and looked up to find his eyes on me. A bruised had bloomed beside one corner of his mouth, where his lips turned down. Speckles of dried blood dashed his cheek. He stank of oil and blood, and still he smiled as though this world were a joke.


      “Where’s Fran?” I asked.


      His smile tightened into a sneer. “Fuck knows.” He glanced away, but not before I saw pain in his eyes. “Creet, you son of a bitch. You’re gonna let me walk right out of here, or my synth friend will put a bullet in your head.”


      “By the nine, Caleb.” Creet wheezed and wiped his bleeding nose on his sleeve. “What have you gotten yourself mixed up in, kid?”


      Caleb flashed him a wild grin. “My luck ran out.”


      “You don‘t believe in luck.”


      “Exactly.” He turned away from his friend and caught my eye. “C’mon.”


      I broke into a jog beside him. “We need to find Jesse—”


      Fire flashed up my right side a fraction of a second before I heard the gunshot. Errors burst in my vision like stars. I whirled and aimed my gun at Creet. His eyes narrowed, as though he were challenging me to retaliate. He knew I’d fire back, that I’d kill him, and he’d shot me anyway.


      “Don’t.” Caleb shoved my gun upward. “Don’t….” He snatched my hand, yanked me around, and tugged me after him. “That wound won’t kill you, but you shoot him, and he could die. Let the bastard go. We have bigger fish to worry about.” Cale made sure to raise his voice so his friend heard. “Move your ass, synth.”


      I took one last look at Creet, marked his mug shot in my mind, then slung the gun across my back and followed Caleb. We stumbled from the warehouse and found the sky heavy with warbirds. They hovered in the upper atmosphere, near enough to be threatening but far enough that we couldn’t hear them. The sea churned gray and hissed at the shore. Caleb swore. The wind tore the sound away. I followed his gaze and saw fleet troops spilling off the causeway and into the warehouses. There were too many.


      “The shuttle.” I nodded into the wind, back the way Jesse and I had come from. “Just around the headland. Go.”


      Cool synthetic blood soaked through my already ruined clothes. I touched the wound. My hand came away slick and glistening. I had to get somewhere safe for repairs. But when we reached the headland, we saw fleet swarming around the distant shuttle.


      “Dammit.” Caleb moved one step toward the mainland, but fleet was moving among the hangars too. “Shit.”


      We were trapped with our backs against the water. I stepped onto a residential deck and jogged away from the mainland, beside the empty water homes. “We can hide in one of these homes.”


      “They’ll search them.” Caleb stopped behind me. “They’ll rip this place apart until they find us.” He scanned the houses, teeth gritted. “We go under.”


      “Under what?”


      He walked to the edge between two houses and grabbed one of the upright posts suspending the deck out of the water. “C’mon.” He dropped over the side and was gone.


      I staggered forward and peered over the side. The gray sea bubbled and frothed. Then a hand waved from under the deck. I grabbed the upright and cast one last look at the hangar. Too many fleet. The sky was full of them; the ground covered. I couldn’t kill them all. This was the only way. Behind me, the storm howled and churned, whipping up the ocean, mixing the sea and sky into one swirling mass of gray.


      I clambered down the upright support and into the water.


      

      


      Caleb had wedged himself under the deck, propped among the trestles with one arm hooked around the support. Water lapped and tugged at his shirt. Spray splashed over us from all sides. It tasted like iron and salt and stung my eyes. I’d wedged myself into a similar position as Caleb, but my grip kept slipping on the slime-covered beams. I was losing blood and my internal temperature had already dropped by several degrees. I couldn’t stay here. The cold would kill me. Errors and faults hovered in my peripheral vision until I banished them all. I knew we were in trouble and didn’t need the reminder.


      Inches above our heads, boots thundered on the deck. I couldn’t hear the voices, not over the hiss of the waves and the howling wind.


      Caleb’s teeth chattered. He shivered to keep warm. I had no such means.


      I slipped, and for a few breathless moments, the water tugged at my body, threatening to drag me away. I reached for the beam, dug my nails in and hauled myself higher. Heat leeched out my skin like the blood from the wound in my back, and inside, my power core stuttered.


      Caleb’s eyes bored into mine. Even cold and wet, anger burned through him. Something had happened, something more than fleet and the smugglers, something personal.


      I hugged the beam and willed warmth back into my limbs. It wasn’t working. I had to get out of the water and stanch the blood flow, but if I left now, fleet would find us. I wasn’t ready to go back. I wasn’t finished. I didn’t want to leave him …


      I closed my eyes.


      Why does he matter to me? Why do I care? A synthetic doesn’t care. It doesn’t feel. It doesn’t make mistakes. It doesn’t dream. Stars are wishes. Wishes are dreams. I’d dreamed once. Before. Before this body. Before these system faults and protocols and failsafe and errors. Before, before, before …


      “What happens … when you … g-get too cold?” Caleb stammered loudly over the storm raging around us.


      I opened my eyes. “I shut down,” I said, quietly alarmed at the hopelessness in my tone. “Everything shuts down. My core, my orders, me, it all fades to nothing.”


      “You … d-die?”


      Yes, I suppose I do.


      I didn’t reply. I watched his face betray too much, more than I’d ever seen from him before. Fear, definitely, in the tightening of his eyes, and anger too in the flutter in his cheeks. He looked away, up at the boards trapping us in the tiny gap between water and capture. His eyes closed and he bowed his head, then, almost as though he were afraid, he reached out a hand.


      I looked at his trembling fingers, at the honesty in his eyes, and closed my hand around his. Letting go of the upright, I slipped briefly into the chilling water, hissed a breath as faults sparked all over my vision again, and let him lift me against him.


      “Hold on to me,” he said, guiding my hand around his waist. He braced his arm behind his head and then curled his other arm around my back and pulled me in tight against him. It took some shuffling and adjusting, but eventually, he’d tucked us both in tightly against the trestles. Water continued to pull at my legs, but I’d locked myself against his chest and bowed my head under his chin. The beat of his heart sounded against my ear. His warmth soaked into my rapidly cooling body and raised my temperature by a fraction. Not enough, but it was something. He shivered and trembled so much so that I clutched the back of his shirt with my hands and pulled myself in tighter. The rhythm of his breathing and the beat of his heart—I wanted him closer still, as though I could feel him inside but didn’t understand how that could be possible.


      “Don’t let me go,” I whispered.


      He bowed his head. The abrasive touch of his stubble grazed my forehead, then his lips brushed my skin as he whispered, “I won’t.”


      Those two words: I won’t. They broke me open like a key in a lock, and I knew another time when he’d held me close. Fear had tugged at me then too, lapped at me like the waves here. Fear that he’d let me go.


      “I think I loved you … before.”


      His breathing hitched and his heart stuttered, but he still held me close and said, “I know you did.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty Six: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Her words struck right to my very heart. I had no defense, no way to laugh it off or fight back. I let it happen and squeezed my eyes closed around the tears I wouldn’t let her see. Trapped in three feet of space between the sea and the deck, with fleet bearing down on me, my past flooded in. I pulled her close when I should have pushed her away. She’d been sent to kill me. I could let her die in the cold, let her die like I had before. But I wasn’t that coward, not any more. The man who had watched a girl die to save his own career was dead. I killed him every time I looked in the mirror. He might have even died the second I’d escaped Asgard. Fleet Captain Caleb Shepperd might as well have died alongside Haley Hung the night her father had smothered her.


      I pulled the synth in so fuckin’ tight my muscles ached from the strain of keeping her close, but I wasn’t letting her go. I’d hold on to her as long as it took. If she remembered, if she fulfilled her orders, it would be justice. She should live. She had a second chance where so few people ever did, and even fewer recognized it when it happened.


      “Why haven’t you killed me?” I asked, words stuttered and broken from more than the cold. She huddled motionless in my arms, so cold, like a doll or death. I needed to hear her speak, to know she was still with me.


      “I’m broken.”


      I brushed my chin against her forehead and whispered, “Maybe you’re the only one who isn’t broken?”


      “Chitec ordered you dead. They disabled my failsafe, breached my protocols, and sent me. I failed. I’m not like the others.”


      “I think you are, One Thousand And One, more than you realize. I saw your brothers and sisters. I saw what Chitec created you for. They are all killers, and so are you.”


      She was quiet for a long time. I listened to the wind howling across the deck and the distant thunder of warbird engines. I wasn’t getting out of this. Fleet, Chitec, Fran, this had been a long time coming. I had nowhere left to run, nowhere to hide, and I was holding my killer close.


      “I remember you.” She said it so quietly I’d almost missed it. “I remember.”


      She lifted her head away from my chest and looked into my eyes. So pale, her blue lips parted, and she looked at me as though seeing me for the first time, knowing everything. I couldn’t see any of Haley in her face or in her eyes, but she was still beautiful. Her eyes sparkled in the low light. Did she see me and not just in data files and measurements? Did she really see me?


      She touched her cool fingers to my cheek and ran them delicately over my face and across my lips. “You were younger, and your smiles were real. You laughed lightly and easily. Something did this to you. Someone …”


      Her eyelids fluttered and drooped.


      I shifted my position and pulled her in close again. “Hey, listen. It’s quieter. I think they’re moving on. Just a few more minutes and we’ll get out of here.”


      “Who is Haley?”


      She couldn’t see me grimace.


      “You are,” I answered softly.


      Her arm slipped from around my waist and she went limp in my arms. I almost dropped her. Shivering and muscles blazing from taking the strain, I tried to haul her higher out of the water and slipped in myself.


      “Synth? Hey, you need to stay awake.”


      Her head lolled, eyes closed.


      Goddammit. I couldn’t let this happen, not again. I hooked my arm under hers, clutched her back against my chest, and pushed out of our hiding place. Spray burned my eyes and water caught in my throat. We went under. I kicked off the loose seabed and we broke the surface.


      Spluttering water from my lungs, I clutched the upright pole and pinned the synth’s dead weight against it, holding her there so I could lift her face.


      “Hey! Hey, you don’t get to come back and die like this. That’s not how it works.”


      I sunk my fingers into her cheek and brought my face close enough to feel the icy burn of her lips against mine.


      “Don’t you get it, synth? You’re the hero. You came back, you beat the system, and you defied your orders. You won’t let them control you. You’re everything human beings stand for.”


      I speared my fingers into her hair and pressed my palm against her cheek, holding her head up.


      “I’m sorry, so fuckin’ sorry, but it can’t end here.” I breathed the next words over her cool blue lips. “You’re Haley Hung, Chen Hung’s daughter. Your father killed you, and I watched him do it. Listen … listen to me. You’re not finished. You don’t get to quit.”


      Her eyes flicked open. Her pupils dilated, pulling me into their darkness.


      “We need to get out of this water, and I can’t do it without you.”


      “You didn’t let me g-go,” her cultured voice stuttered like a bad recording.


      I almost laughed and would have had I not been freezing my balls off and about ready to pass out. “Please, synth. Before we both die here.”


      She twisted in my arms, reached up, and hauled herself onto the deck. For a few seconds, long enough for me to wonder if she’d left me, she vanished, and then she reached down, clasped her hand around mine, and hauled me out of the water. I collapsed on my hands and knees. She knelt beside me, big eyes observing me, her face blank, her hair and clothes plastered against her blue-tinged flesh.


      “Okay.” The deck was clear but the sound of warbirds still thundered in the gray above us. Fleet would be nearby. I coughed and spat up seawater. “Let’s get off this deck and dry—”


      #1001 stood over me, gun shouldered, aim loose, and finger poised on the trigger. This close, she didn’t need to bring the weapon up to aim; she couldn’t miss.


      I lifted my hands and smiled. “You remember everything, huh?”


      She took a single step back and lifted her chin. “I begged you, Caleb. I reached for you. And when he held me down, I knew you’d stop him, because I loved you and you loved me. You’d stop my father …”


      Her aim didn’t waver. If she pulled the trigger, it’d be quick and I wouldn’t feel a thing. The wind whipped her wet, silvery hair about her face. She smiled a true, devastating smile. A new fierceness burned in her eyes. I looked deep into the synthetic eyes of my killer, and relief lifted the smothering weight of guilt off my soul. Finally, it was over.

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty Seven: #1001

        

      

    

    
      I dropped from the broken vent and stumbled into Caleb’s arms. We really didn’t have time to mess around, but when his arms closed around me from behind, when he pulled me close and I smelled that warm, masculine scent of him, I couldn’t stop myself from leaning into his touch. And once I did that, he noticed. He always noticed the little things.


      “We shouldn’t be here,” he whispered and nipped my ear. Shivers rippled down my back and pooled into low, intimate places.


      “You’re a fleet captain. Caleb-Joe, aren’t you just a little bit curious?” I made a feeble attempt at pulling free from his arms, but he turned me to face him and gave me his typical, through-the-lashes look that made me forget what I was saying.


      “I’m not any fleet captain. I’m the best fleet captain there is.” He backed me against the warehouse wall. Behind him, the empty space yawned, quiet and dark. Orange security lighting glowed somewhere above us, highlighting his stubborn jawline and warming his dark eyes. He nudged a knee between mine and pressed his whole body against me—hard, strong, and warm.


      “Modest too,” I whispered. I couldn’t have spoken any louder if I’d wanted to. “Be still my fragile heart …”


      He laid his hand over my heart, tipped his head, and came in so close I could feel the tension fizzling between us. Like this, when he was all I could see, all I could feel, all I could think about, he was everything to me. I forgot we were trespassing on my father’s property, forgot I was meant to be home before curfew. He did that to me—made me forget and made me dream.


      “You’re beautiful.” He touched my face, threaded his fingers into my hair, and kissed me so lightly I thought I’d break apart.


      Nerves and adrenalin already had my heart racing. His kiss, his body against mine—I’d never wanted anyone more. I chased his kiss and poured my hunger into it, kissing him back as though I were afraid I’d lose him. He responded like fire sparking to life beneath my touch. His hand rode up my thigh, fingers curling around my leg. He pulled me closer, so close I felt the hardness of him through his fleet uniform. I needed to feel him, his hot skin against mine. He made me crazy, made me stupid, made me happy.


      “You’re going to get me fired,” he mumbled against my mouth, and then trailed a scattering of kisses down my chin, down my neck. His fingers pulled at my top, yanking it off my shoulder so he could nip exactly where he knew it would make me groan. And I did. He wouldn’t stop there, and I didn’t want him to. His free hand pushed up beneath my dress and slipped inside my panties. In my head, I begged him to touch me; I may have even said it aloud. His touch and his kisses all blurred into one stream of breathless sensations. What had I done to deserve him? He was generous, funny, fabulous, and all mine.


      When the warehouse lights came on in a wave starting from one end of the cavernous space and ending at the other, I almost didn’t care. I did care when Caleb stopped, pulled his hand free, and straightened like a bolt of lightning had struck him.


      “You, Caleb, are in more trouble than you realize.”


      “Daddy?” I straightened my clothes and peeked out from behind Caleb’s arm. Not just Daddy, but also several of his security team. They frightened me. They always had. The eyes of his men were cold, as if they had no souls.


      Daddy glared at Caleb. His hand trembled at his side. “Not only do I find you screwing my daughter—”


      “Daddy, I—”


      “Silence!” His shout boomed through the warehouse. He pointed at me. “Don’t talk.”


      I’d never seen him like this, so angry, with his face screwed up and twisted. He didn’t even look like my father.


      “But you, young man”—he snarled at Caleb—“I also find you breaking into a classified Chitec facility. That will not do for a decorated fleet captain.”


      Caleb held his arm in front of me, blocking me or protecting me, I wasn’t sure which.


      “We …” His voice wavered. “We didn’t know. We’ll leave. We haven’t— We haven’t seen anything.”


      It was then that I noticed the synthetics standing in perfect rows behind Daddy. There were so many it had to be all 1000 of them, ready to be shipped to their new/old homes. I’d only really seen them in e-zines pictured one at a time. They all looked beautiful, these pinnacles of technology combined with the desire to prolong life. With their silvery hair and brushed-steel colored garments, the warehouse lighting glinted off them. Together, row upon row like that, each and every one identical, they looked surreal, and wrong. And they were armed. I saw knives hidden in sheaths, and holstered Chitec pistols, and pulse-rifles slung over their backs. They stood dormant and silent, waiting for their commands. But this wasn’t right. They were meant to be people. They were supposed to be dreams.


      “Daddy…?”


      Caleb turned his head to fix his gaze on me. “Don’t.” The threat in his voice wasn’t for me. It masked his fear.


      “Haley, why won’t you listen?” My father sighed. “Tīng wǒ shuō. Now this…. What I must do is your fault.”


      “B-but … I …” I slipped my hand into Caleb’s. “What’s happening here? Why are they armed? What is this? This isn’t right.” Caleb squeezed my hand, but I wouldn’t be silenced. “You’re lying to everyone, about everything.” At the sight of my father’s soulless eyes, fear spilled over me. “You can’t do this. I won’t let you do this.” My voice barreled into the silence, rolling over the silent 1000.


      “I told you to stay away from him and to stay away from these premises. I warned you. Why didn’t you listen?”


      I moved forward, intending to leave, but my father’s men all stepped forward at once. Caleb yanked me back against him and closed his arms around me.


      “We won’t talk,” he said, the depth of his words reverberating through my back, through me.


      My father smiled. “You won’t, but she will.”


      He was right.


      “What happened to these people’s dreams? You’re using their wishes, their hopes, and for what? War?”


      My father came forward. “You can’t understand. You were born inside glass towers. You don’t know what it’s like to watch the old values—our old world, everything we held dear—die, smothered by corruption and greed.”


      “Greed?” I laughed. “What is this if not your greed?”


      “It’s necessary,” he snarled and clicked his fingers. His men came forward. “Caleb, you want that promotion, don’t you? Or would you rather be back on old Earth with your father? I can make either happen. You’ll wake up tomorrow a commander, or poor and wretched.”


      I shrank away from my father’s men and into Caleb’s grip. What was happening here? What were they going to do? They reached for me. Caleb held me close, held me tight, but when I tried to back up, to get free, Caleb’s arms clamped tighter. His grip changed, turned hard.


      “Caleb, stop. Don’t do this.” I bucked, but he was too strong. “Don’t do this. Don’t let them do this.”


      Icy terror burned through my veins. My father’s men gripped my arms and dragged me out of Caleb’s arms. I twisted and reached for him. ”Don’t let me go!” I bucked and twisted and kicked. “Don’t! What are you doing? Daddy, please …”


      Caleb watched, hands fisted at his sides. He’d do something. He’d say something. He’d stop this. I knew he would. “Don’t let them do this. Caleb, please … please…. Don’t let me go.”


      “Hold her,” my father ordered.


      Arms like steel clamped around my upper body, pinning me still. More hands clamped around my head.


      “Would you like a knife, Sir?” One of the men asked.


      “No. No blood. Let’s keep this clean.”


      A knife? What did he mean? “Caleb! Don’t … don’t let me go. Don’t let me go. Please … please no. Daddy, no. I won’t talk. I won’t—”


      “No, you won’t.”


      I took a breath before my father smothered my mouth and nose. He pushed into me, his eyes stern.


      Caleb…. I screamed in my head. Please stop him. Please, I know you will. You love me. You’ll save me.


      My chest heaved. I twitched and jerked, but already the warehouse, my father, they all felt distant. I could see Caleb though. He hadn’t moved, hadn’t said a word. Why wasn’t he saving me? I was dying. I would die here, and he … he did nothing. Nothing. I thought he loved me. I thought he cared. I was wrong.


      


      Don’t


      Let


      Me


      Go


      

      


      Inside I’d screamed at him to save me, to stop my father. I hadn’t believed he’d leave me to die. Not Caleb. He loved me. He’d save me. He wouldn’t let me die. I had believed with my heart and soul that Caleb would stop them. Even as I’d died, I had believed.


      My power core barely radiated enough heat to keep me standing, but I had a new source of heat now—a hungry, rage-filled heat.


      On the deck with a storm raging and fleet so close, Caleb looked up at me from his knees, hands raised, and he smiled a sorry, knowing smile. He knew this was his fate.


      “I loved you,” I said. It had been true, but now I hated him.


      “Do it.”


      “You never loved me. You used me.”


      He barked a dry, bitter laugh. “You were Hung’s daughter and I wanted to get to the top. No, I didn’t love you. I didn’t even know what love was. I still don’t.” His smile died on his lips. “I just wanted to be in control. I wanted to be the one giving the orders. I’d have done anything to be the best. That included fucking you to get in front of your father.” He bit into his lip and looked away. “Had I known what was inside that warehouse, I would have walked away.”


      “You’d have walked away from the knowledge that could have stopped my father, stopped Chitec from using people’s dreams to build weapons? You’re a coward. A selfish, coward.”


      “Yes, I am.”


      Fault, fault, fault. “And now? You smuggle guns, you kill pimps, and you save whores. Do you think that somehow makes up for your mistakes?”


      He opened his mouth, perhaps to explain, and hesitated. Did he think he could convince me? Jesse had said there was good in him. I’d yet to see it. He’d left his brother for dead and would have given me up to Chitec had I let him.


      “There are people here, on Mimir, who can help, but you’re right. I’m not one of them. I told you, synth, I’m a bad person. Always was, always will be. So shoot me, because I deserve it. You only know the half of what I’ve done. The nine systems won’t miss me.” He opened his arms, making himself a bigger target. “Nobody and nothing gives a damn about Caleb Shepperd.”


      Rain and sea water dripped from his hair and glistened wet on his cheeks.


      I blinked spray out of my eyes. Faults and errors buzzed through my system. I didn’t know what was right or wrong. I’d been ordered to kill him. I wanted to kill him. I should. But I remembered when we’d been together, the times we’d laughed, the times he’d taught me how to pilot a shuttle, and our nights on the starlit beach. I remembered what it had felt like to be held by him and to have his whispers caress my skin. What did I know of love now, in this synthetic body?


      I knew how he’d made me feel—alive.


      “One Thousand And One, when the time comes, they’ll need you,” he said, raising his voice over the wind. “You’re the broken one, and you’re better for it. You’re the one who can stop Chitec, the daughter who died and came back.” His eyes sparkled too brightly. “You were my wish.”


      Cool, unnecessary tears wet my cheeks. All I had to do was pull the trigger and it would be over.


      Farther down the deck, where it joined the beach, fleet soldiers saw us. Weapons shouldered, they closed in. I thought of Brendan Shepperd and how he didn’t recognize his own brother, of Jesse and her belief that people could be saved, and of Fran’s fierce loyalty. They would be better off without Caleb in their lives. He’d suck them down with him. His soul was dark, as dark as his eyes, as dark as the night. He’d killed me, as surely as my own father had.


      I settled my gaze on Caleb’s sorry face. “This is for the girl who dared to dream of wishes.”


      I pulled the trigger. <fault-fault-fault-fault> The rifle kicked. I saw blood, saw Caleb fall, and closed my eyes. The sound of fleet closing in muffled the sound of his body collapsing.


      You follow orders. You will only ever have one: to kill. Do you understand, #1001?


      “I understand.” I tossed the gun aside and dropped to my knees, lacing my hands behind my head. It was over. Soon what little heat I had left would fade away. When I opened my eyes, fleet soldiers circled me. Orders were barked. The storm still raged. And nothing had changed, except there was one less man in the world. Caleb was dead. I was still broken inside. The fault still bleated over and over. Why had I done it? For revenge? I’d thought … I’d thought I’d feel complete, but all I felt was empty and alone.


      

      


      Chitec HQ. Janus orbit station.


      


      “You killed him?”


      “Yes.”


      “Why?”


      Because it felt good. Because he deserved it. Because I wanted to. None of those answers would satisfy Doctor Leanne Grossman. “Because I follow orders.” My voice sounded tedious, exactly like the voices of my 1000 brothers and sisters.


      “Who’s orders?” she asked. Her heartbeat gave her away. The heart betrays. Yours, I answered inside. Yours, yours, yours, yours. The words pushed forward, up my throat, and over my tongue, but even as I parted my lips to speak, protocols shut the truth away.


      Grossman smiled in that sharp, closed way of hers. She had smiled like that when she’d ordered me to kill a man. She’d smiled like that when she’d bypassed my failsafe. I didn’t know whether I should thank her for freeing me or hate her for it. Hate. Yes. That was the right word, the right label for the burn devouring my thoughts.


      My fingers flexed on the arms of the chair, just a twitch, but I didn’t recall sending the pulse ordering them to do so. Grossman’s pale blue gaze flicked to my hand. She’d noticed the movement too. Her heart fluttered. Diagnostics told me her body temperature had spiked. Beads of sweat glistened above her top lip. When her gaze met mine, her sharp smile dulled.


      She reached forward, red-painted nails flashing, picked up a pen, and scribbled on her report sheet. I knew by the strokes of the pen’s tip, by the drag and flick of her handwriting, exactly what she’d written.


      


      #1001 DECOM IMME—


      


      I sprang from my chair, snatched the pen from her hand, and punched it into her eye socket with enough force to topple her backward. We fell to the floor together. I landed crouched over her upper body, poised to finish her. Her head had cracked against the floor and she’d bitten through her tongue, but she wouldn’t have felt any of the pain. Doctor Leanne Grossman had been beyond feeling much of anything long before I’d killed her.


      Her ragged heartbeat stuttered and failed.


      This is your fault, your fault, your fault. Fault. Fault.


      Blood bloomed beneath her head and crept toward my hand where I braced myself against the floor. I eased off her twitching body, rolled my shoulders back, straightened my jacket, and walked out of the room. Fault. Fault. Fault. She’d done this. She’d freed me. I am #1001, and I am not ready to die. I’d only just begun to live.


      I made it eighty-three steps before the alarms sounded.


      The chase begins.


      If I could get outside, I’d lose them in the busy streets. I broke into a jog. The green exit sign glowed ahead, so close. Ten strides, nine, eight—


      Agony ripped through my limbs and tore my control from me.


      No!


      I crumpled in a heap, robbed of all sensation. Perhaps that was a good thing, not to feel. From my perspective, from where I lay, the EXIT glowed green in my upturned palm. It had seemed so close, but now, as the hammering of boots echoed down the hallway, that unassuming sign mocked me.


      A synth? Escape? it said.


      Synths don’t escape. They don’t think outside their orders. Grossman must have thought the same, right before I’d killed her with her own pen.


      Hands grabbed me and hauled me to my knees. I willed the fight back into my limbs but nothing happened. If they took me back, they’d decommission me. But what I wanted didn’t matter. What I thought made no difference. This wasn’t right. I’d followed orders. I’d done as she’d asked. I’d killed for her—for me.


      “Hold her!”


      I’m #1001, and I …

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty Eight: Caleb

        

      

    

    
      “You’re lucky she missed,” Chen Hung said.


      Lucky, right. Luck didn’t exist. I kept my head down, because if I looked at him, I’d want to kill him, and seeing as I was handcuffed, I’d lash out with my tongue and would probably get it cut off for my trouble.


      I had no idea where I was. I just knew it was dark and eternally quiet—no starship engines, no voices—and it was driving me fuckin’ crazy. If he were going to kill me, he’d have done it by now.


      “You’ve been smuggling some very expensive, very classified weapons to the Nine.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” My voice came out gruff from lack of use. How long had I been there? “Who are the Nine?”


      I smiled. Nobody knew who the Nine were. I bet that pissed him off and kept him awake at night in those glass towers of his. I watched the light lick over his polished, black shoes as he paced from one side of the dark room to the other. He’d be wearing a suit. I hadn’t yet looked to check, but he wore his suits like armor, like his empire could protect him. He’d been wearing a suit when he’d suffocated Haley. One of his men had asked him if he’d prefer a knife, but he’d declined, saying he didn’t want to spill blood. I’d never hated a man more in my life. It was a vicious hate, burning like acid in my gut. And now he was pacing a few feet from me, back and forth, back and forth. I tasted the hate on my tongue.


      “Synthetics don’t miss.”


      And we were back to #1001 again. “What can I say? Perhaps my charms won her over.”


      She’d fired and missed, mostly. The wound above my right eye still throbbed and burned where the bullet had grazed my skull. Another inch to the left and I’d be dead. I don’t know if it was the synth that had saved me or Haley, or if they were one and the same. Or maybe she had just missed.


      “Did she recognize you?”


      I lifted my head and glared at the formidable Mister Hung; lean like a whip, his Chinese face was too striking to be handsome. That proud face adorned all the enormous advertising displays on the approach to Earth; I’d always thought his wooden smile said, Welcome to my fucking kingdom, where your credit is mine.


      “What you mean is, was One Thousand And One your daughter. That’s a better question, right? You already know the answer because you made it happen. You’re the only one who could have. Did guilt drive you to do it?”


      He came forward and planted both hands on either side of my chair.


      “Guilt? Tā māde,” he snarled. “It was your fault she was there. You taught her how to pilot a shuttle and gave her curiosity an outlet. I tried to protect her, to keep her out of my business.”


      “She was your fuckin’ daughter. She wanted freedom; she craved it because you kept her caged inside your glass towers. Well, she’s back, and I’ve had a taste of her revenge. Do you think she’s going to stop with me? You created the monster, Chen. Don’t be surprised when it comes knocking on your door.”


      He seethed and hissed through his teeth. “You’re going back to Asgard. It’s all you deserve. And this time, you’re not getting out. I’ve reserved you a spot in the darkest, most godforsaken hole there is. You’ll die a coward, but not before you’ve suffered.” He straightened and backed up.


      “You fuckin’ bastard.” I strained against my cuffs. “I hope she tears you from your fuckin’ towers and rips your empire down around you, because she will. If you think she’s just a machine, you’re wrong. If you think she’s finished, you’re wrong. She’s only just begun.”

    

  

  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Twenty Nine: Francisca

        

      

    

    
      Starscream had already collected a layer of dust. Lit by just two floodlights, the independent tugship sat between its decommissioned neighbors and would probably never fly again. She’d rot in the hangar like Shepperd would rot in Asgard. Command had told me to watch him closely, to get under his skin, but what I hadn’t realized, what I could never have planned for, was how he had gotten under mine. He was everything I hated about the nine worlds—corrupt, selfish, shallow—and somehow, despite my best efforts to remain detached, he’d gotten to me.


      It’s the nature of undercover, said the damn shrink who’d never spent a day out of orbit.


      “Special Commander? We’re locking up.”


      “I’ll be right out.”


      Maybe they’d break Starscream up and sell her for scraps. It broke my heart to think of her getting pulled apart like that. She wasn’t supposed to mean anything to me. Shepperd wasn’t supposed to mean anything to me either. For the longest time, I’d hated him, until the synth. Until I’d almost lost him. Maybe fleet had done me a favor ending it when they did. If they’d left me in there any longer, I wasn’t sure I’d have wanted to come back to command, to fleet, to my real life. And that thought terrified me.


      I turned my back on the ship, saluted the waiting ensign, and strode out of the hangar. We hadn’t caught the Nine. We were no closer to discovering their identities, and using the warbirds to scorch Mimir’s warehouses hadn’t convinced the smugglers to give up their whereabouts. I’d been close, so close. Cale had trusted me. He’d have told me eventually, if Chitec hadn’t stuck their noses in. Two years of undercover work ruined because of Chen Hung’s secrets. I didn’t care about his daughter or whatever he was planning to do with the synthetics. The Nine were stockpiling enough weapons to start a war. That I cared about. That and when I could score my next hit of phencyl. Grounded until the admiral signed off on my report, I was already itching to get off Earth and back-in-black. My cover would hold. I was still Captain Shepperd’s second-in-command. I could use that to go back in and go deep. There was work to be done.
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      Chapter 1


      I should have known he’d be trouble as soon as he walked into my workshop, but I couldn’t have known he’d be the death of me.


      He wore a three-quarter length red leather coat, had platinum blond hair long enough to sweep back out of his eyes, and sported scuffed Timberland boots. But if the goose bumps shivering across my skin were anything to go by, he clearly was not as human as his appearance had me believe.


      At first, I tried to ignore him, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing me hesitate. A quick glance at my dusty clock told me it was late, past midnight, and I’d be damned if I was going to drop everything just because he’d invited himself in. I continued to work on the sword resting on the anvil before me. I hammered out imperfections in the blade’s surface with renewed vigor, metal singing at each blow. Behind me, the coal forge roared. Rolling waves of heat branded my back. I told myself it was sweltering temperatures sprinkling perspiration across my face and back, making my scruffy tank top cling to me, but in truth, it was fear.


      Picking up the unfinished sword with gloved hands, I turned and plunged the blade into the glowing coals before facing my uninvited guest. He’d given himself the tour of my cramped workshop, seeming to admire the various swords on display, some unfinished, some as close to art as I was ever going to get. Shame I couldn’t wield them as well as I could craft them.


      “Well?” I managed to instil some genuine irritation in my words in the hope it would disguise the anxiety building inside me. I tried to flick my hair out of my face but a few strands stubbornly clung to my sweaty cheek.


      “Impressive.” He nodded once and turned arctic-blue eyes on me before flashing what he probably thought was a knee-weakening smile.


      If my guest expected me to gush and swoon, he was in for a shock. “Who are you, and what the hell do you want?” It was late. I was tired. He wasn’t human. I figured I was within my rights to be blunt.


      His expression tightened. “You’re Muse, right?” He tossed a gesture at the stuffy workshop. “I was expecting something…else.”


      I hadn’t heard that nickname in years. Muse was a tag left over from dark days I didn’t wish to revisit.


      Approaching me, he reached inside his coat. I caught a flicker of light slide over a handgun tucked into his waistband and tensed. An unusual motif, like entwined scorpions, adorned the grip. But he didn’t reach for the gun. He withdrew a sword and rested it on my anvil. “I want you to read this.”


      I tugged off my glove and skipped my fingers over the smooth surface of the blade. The metal burned cold against my insolent touch, as though the sword resented my presence. It was a wonderful piece of workmanship. The ripple—or hamon—below the surface of the carbon-steel blade hinted at Japanese origins, and the tempered edge was sharp enough to slice through flesh with little effort. An intricate hand-forged guard and leather-wrapped hilt betrayed the sword as functional but with a flair for the dramatic, and yet it was clearly a weapon meant for combat, not ceremony.


      A thin snap of power danced up my fingers, and with a small hiss, I snatched my hand back. This sword would not easily give up its secrets. “What’s in it for me?”


      “What do you want?”


      Now there was a loaded question. I didn’t know what or who he was, and had no idea how much he could afford or what the stakes involved. “It depends on what I’m going to find. If we’re talking murder, then I want danger money. If it’s just a lovers’ tiff you’re interested in, a few hundred should do it. I’m assuming you want recent information. If you need me to go back more than five years, it’ll be another two hundred.”


      “Or I could walk out of here now and tell the world where you are. I know there are a few unsavory characters from your checkered past who’d be very grateful for the heads-up on your whereabouts.” His smooth voice and slight smile belied the threat in his words.


      I smiled tightly, my first smile since his arrival. “Now, there, you see? We were having a civilized conversation, and you just had to go and spoil it by threatening me.”


      “Why don’t you just read the blade, and I can leave you to get on with your–” he cast a glance about him, “–work?”


      And now he’d insulted me. “I’m not telling you anything until you give me more to go on.” Who did he think he was talking to? Some back alley half-human woman who would fall over her own feet to do his bidding? He might know my name, but he obviously didn’t know me.


      He blinked, before turning back on the charm, as if I could be bought by a handsome face. “You’re right. I’m sorry. A few hundred, was it?” He dug deep into his coat pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. Without counting it, he tossed it onto the anvil. “That should cover it.”


      I tugged my glove back on, pinching the heatproof fabric between each finger. “I think you should leave.”


      He narrowed his eyes. “Just read the sword, Muse.”


      I didn’t have time to humor assholes, especially those of the demon persuasion. “Get out.”


      He pulled his distinctive gun on me, finger resting firmly on the trigger, aim rigid. “You will do this for me.” It wasn’t an order. It was fact–at least as far as he was concerned.


      “Go back to hell,” I sneered, before reaching around and snatching the blade from the forge, flinging both the half-finished sword and some hot coals at him. He recoiled, cursing as the embers bounced off his coat. I dashed for the doors. My hand was on the handle, when he slammed into me, knocking the breath from my lungs.


      He thrust the gun under my chin, freezing me rigid. “Why do you have to be so difficult?”


      I really didn’t want this to escalate. Bad shit happens when she comes out to play. The darkness slumbering at my core began to unfurl, opening like the petals of a flower, but its intent was far from delicate. The trickling touch of power spilled into my muscles. Heat flooded through my body. The warmth of my element embraced me, threading itself through every part of me, the lure of chaos undeniable.


      He abruptly released me and took a few steps back, gun up. His narrow glare measured me.


      I pressed my back against the workshop door. Power dripped from my fingertips. I couldn’t see it—the human part of me was blind to the energy—but he could. His arctic eyes blazed with a promise of conflict.


      He appeared to consider his next move and then, quite unexpectedly, laughed and lowered the gun, tucking it back into the holster inside his coat. “You’re right. This isn’t worth it.” With his hands up, as if in surrender, he turned and retrieved the sword in question before weaving his way back around the workbenches toward me.


      “I’ll leave you in peace.”


      “What?” His sudden change in mood completely disarmed me.


      “Step aside. I’m leaving.”


      Surprised by his abrupt surrender, I did as he asked and watched him slide the door open and step out into the night. A sharp winter breeze invaded the heat of my workshop, rousing me from my muddled stupor. Confused and somewhat disappointed, I followed him out into the alley. The raw energy he’d aroused began to fizzle out. Its departure left me with a sickly chill and a bitter sense of loss.


      He climbed into the driver’s side of an old Dodge Charger with rust-bruised red paint. I had no idea who he was, where he’d come from, how he’d found me, or what lay hidden in that damn sword. And he was leaving. That couldn’t be right. Didn’t I deserve some sort of explanation?


      “Hey!” I ventured further into the street.


      Headlights bathed me in twin beams, forcing me to shield my eyes. He gunned the engine, jammed the box into reverse, and swung the car backward into a J-turn before speeding off, fat tires squealing on wet asphalt.


      I stood in the street, hand on hip, head tilted to one side and breathed the crisp night air, clearing my lungs of forge-dust. Then the shockwave hit me. The explosion lashed across my back. I must have briefly lost consciousness, but the furious pain in my back quickly summoned me from the depths. A whine drilled into my skull. Alarms sounded from the industrial units around me.


      I turned my head toward the heat, grit digging into my cheek as I peered into the smoke bellowing from the hollow gap between two buildings.


      My workshop had gone and with it, my attempt at a normal life.

      


      Get the first book in the Veil Series FREE. Click here.
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